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PREFACE 


Like its predecessor. Postscript to Yesterday, this book is not a 
formal history. 

In Postscript, I attempted to trace the efiEect, on the minds and 
hearts of Americans, of certain social changes that have taken 
place in our national life since 1896. The book was largely de- 
voted to those writers and thinkers who, during that period, spoke 
for us most authoritatively and most deeply influenced our 
thought and feeling. 

This book deals with the same spectacular era, but its subject 
is different. Since 1896, three agencies have profoundly and di- 
rectly affected the lives of all Americans. For none of us has been 
left untouched by the influence of the motion picture, the auto- 



Preface 


[x] 

mobile and the radio. Probably never before in human history 
have three instruments of such incalculable social power been 
developed in so short a time. All three were perfected in the 
United States, within the memory of a generation still active 
today. Yet, together, they have completely transformed our society, 
civilization and culture. T he subject o f this book is the chsmges 
they have brought about, mid tibe effects Aey have produced in 
OUT lives., 

" Tdy concern here is with social forces and social effects. And so, 
in dealing with motion pictures, the radio and television, I have 
ventured only incidentally into the field of criticism, for discussion 
of their achievements, as forms of art, does not lie within the 
province of this book. 

In my research, I have used the resources of the New York 
Public Library (principally, the Division of Science and Tech- 
nology, the Manuscript Division, and the Theater Collection); 
the Museum of Modern Art, with its notable Film Library and 
archives; and the New York Society Library. For courteous, help 
fill assistance I am grateful to their staffs. I am likewise grateful to 
the Automobile Manufacturers Association of Detroit, the Colum- 
bia Broadcasting System, Inc., the National Broadcasting Com- 
pany and the !l^dio Corporation of America for information 
which they furnished. Miss Lillian Gish gave freely of her time 
to tell me about David Wark Griffith and her own work with 
him; I record my warm appreciation of her generous kindness. 
To Miss Phyllis Moir, John van Drutcn and other friends I offer 
thanks for discussing with me certain subjects relating to the 
motion pictures and to Hollywood, I am deeply grateful to Robert 
N. Linscott, of Random House, and to Miss Mary BsJrber, for 
their unfla^ing interest in the progress of my work, and their 
patient assistance during its course. 

My debt is especially great to two friends: my agent. Miss 
Nannine Joseph; and Kendall Smith, who aided me in the long 
and extensive research which this book required. In dedicating 
it to them, I pay only inadequate tribute to their constant and 
solicitous collaboration. 


L. M. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Rites of Spring 


Spring had come at last, and the streets of American cities rang 
with a shrill whirring of bells. For this was 1896, when modern- 
minded young people were eagerly pursuing happiness on wheels. 
The bicycle craze — ^newest ritual of triumphant national progress 
—had swept the country. Old-fashioned folk deplored it. Genteel 
conservatives were gratified when an eminent clergyman. Rev- 
erend Asa D. Blackburn, spoke in their behalf. The press com- 
mended his sermon: “You cannot serve God and skylark on a 
bicycle.” 

But even the highest circles of fashion had succumbed to this 
vogue. And the approval of “society” promised to offset a merely 
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hypothetical divine displeasure. “My head is full of wheeling,” a 
young New Yorker noted in his diary, “and two great problems: 
a saddle that is really comfortable, and a tire that will not slip in 
mud. How far, today, we are from either!” The diarist was a 
leader of cotillons, a perennial ornament of Mrs. Astor’s balls. He 
and his friends never wearied of wheeling. They flashed past 
the glittering equipages and lumbering horse-drawn busses that 
aowded Fifth Avenue. They pedaled through Central Park, and 
out along Riverside Drive to Grant’s Tomb. One day, chaperoned 
by a married couple riding their tandem wheel, a party went far 
afield, exploring rural Westchester. After enjoying a fine luncheon 
at a country club, they returned to the city by train. The skirts of 
his feminine companions often caught in the chains of their 
’cycles, and the diarist had a hard time extricating them. But as 
yet, American girls had not dared adopt the “bloomer cycling 
costume” recently introduced in Paris; too many people professed 
to be shocked at the exposure of ankles by shorter skirts. In spite 
of delays, however, the diarist “got quite set up by passing pretty 
much everything, and without effort” on the roads. The cult of 
speed, already prevalent, was awaiting its appropriate vehicle. 

The new freedom of circulation bestowed by the bicycle was 
only one of many symptoms of social change. Although he found 
life as a bachelor pleasant, the diarist was considering the pros- 
pects of marriage. His income from the practice of law was about 
four thousand dollars, but this sum could no longer be considered 
adequate. “I must say that the idea of my making enough to get 
married on within a year by ordinary grubbing seems absolutely 
impossible,” he acknowledged ruefully. “I must strike in some 
tremendous new line if I hope to do it, and the joke is I have not 
even discovered the new line.” To maintain one’s position in 
“society,” wealth was becoming increasingly essential. Even within 
the sacred citadel, old lineage was yielding to new gold. At one 
of Mrs. Astor’s receptions, he met “all the plain good people whom 
she keeps on her list” but remarked that “the smart ones stayed 
away, mostly.” For the social dictatorship of old Mrs. Astor was 
waning. The twilight of an era had arrived. 

Tradition, decorum and gentility seemed to be vanidiing from 
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the world, and an old guard was making its last stand in their 
defense. The diarist’s parents sternly refused to invite for dinner 
a lady whom he admired, because she had been divorced — and 
“on her own faultless application, tool” The parents of a young 
lady in his circle had provided her with a studio to paint in, but 
had obliged her to promise “to have no t6te-ii-t6tes” there. Among 
the elect, chaperona^ was inflexibly required. Bachelors found 
this exaction costly, and considered it foolish, yet had to comply 
with it. In order to entertain a young lady at dinner and theater, 
the diarist was compelled to play host to a party of four. They 
.dined at the new Waldorf Hotel, went on to see The Lady Slavey, 
returned to the Waldorf for after-theater supper, and drove down 
Fifth Avenue to deliver the ladies to their homes near Washing- 
ton Square. This evening’s hospitality, as the diarist noted ag- 
grievedly, represented an outlay of thirty-six dollars. (At the 
splendid new Waldorf, one might have for dinner a filet mignon 
for a dollar and a quarter; roast beef, for sixty cents; terrapin, for 
two dollars and a half; canvas-back duck, for four dollars. The 
supper menu offered such delicacies as lobster Newburg, at one 
dollar; Philadelphia reed-birds, also at a dollar; English snipe, or 
plover, or quail, at seventy-five cents; broiled squab, at eighty. 
For a mere twenty cents, the penurious could order a ham sand- 
wich.) 

The diarist thought New York social life agreeable, in i8g6. 
Frequently, after the opera, he went on to supper and a ball, and 
danced until four in the morning. Dinner parties were brighter, 
too, for hostesses had finally conceded that conversation was a lost 
art, and were relying on professional entertainers to stave off 
boredom after coffee and liqueurs. In various homes, he enjoyed 
Professor Russell, “the king of cards” who performed feats of 
legerdemain; a clairvoyant; a singer of Virginia songs who like- 
wise told stories in dialect. Even the staid Harvard Club sur- 
rendered to this new social necessity, and one evening provided 
“paid talent” to amuse the members with “funny stories till a 
late hour.” Not to be outdone, the equally sedate University Club 
held a “story teller’s night” which detained the diarist until after 
three in the morning. Nevertheless, he was convinced that gentle- 
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men’s clubs were “going to pot” — ^and this, too, was a symptom of 
social change. 

One evening, he went to hear Lieutenant Robert E. Peary 
lecture on Arctic exploration. “I always hold to the idea that the 
North Pole is well worth visiting, and that it is a reproach that 
we have not been there and taken observations and so forth,” he 
noted. “We cannot tell what we might learn in a scientific way, 
and we should assume that a visit there would be of great impor- 
tance.” Peary used good lantern slides to illustrate his lecture, so 
that it was “for all the world like going there, most grajdiic and 
real and interesting.” But the diarist did not foresee that, within a 
very few months, another and more deceptive magic would make 
lantern slides, like stereopticons, forever obsolete. With the cult of 
speed, this desire for illusion still lacked an efficient instrument. 

Elsewhere, the battle between progress and tradition was no less 
evident. The cult of speed received a setback in Morristown, New 
Jersey. There, two intrepid citizens, William Cook and Henry 
Armstrong, were tried for the misdemeanor of fast driving; they 
were charged with having urged on their horses to a pace “faster 
than a moderate trot.” In Omaha, Nebraska, the city fethers were 
made anxious by novel, indecorous forms of freedom. Over the 
mayor’s veto, they passed a curfew ordinance, thus opposing a 
dangerous tendency to gad about at unseemly hours. By promul- 
gating a new rule, the American District Telegraph Company 
astonished many gentlemen, and provoked a brief mutiny by their 
own employes. To its messenger boys — ^aged fifteen to seventy-five 
— ^the company issued a decree forbidding the wearing of whiskers, 
goatees, mustaches and sideburns, all of which had been favored 
by convention ever since the War between the States. Irate at 
being deprived of their civil rights to hirsute adornment, the 
messengers protested that the company should either pay for 
shaves, or provide free shaving equipment. But the heartless 
corporation insisted that its staff keep up with the times at their 
own expense. There could be little doubt that masculine facial 
foliage was on its way out. 

In Kentucky, an old code of gentlemanly violence appeared to 
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be discredited, but democratic government was at a standstill. 
The whole country felt relief when the legislature of that state 
was forced to adjourn because the constitutional limit of its 
session had been rea,ched. The lawmakers had spent the entire 
session in a fruitless eJEort to elect a member of the United States 
Senate. During the closing weeks, everyone in and around the 
state capitol had been carrying weapons, and bloodshed seemed 
likely to occur at any moment. When adjournment came, the 
lawmakers had failed to pass ordinary revenue and appropriation 
bills. Reformers, pointing to this fiasco, loudly approved the recent 
report of a committee of the Senate; it proposed a constitutional 
amendment providing that senators be elected by popular vote. 

Though narrowly averted in Kentucky, violence broke out in 
Arizona. A murderous band of Apache Indians killed one Alfred 
Hands, a settler, then robbed and destroyed his home. The sparsely 
inhabited region was stricken by terror, for the event was believed 
to presage another Indian uprising. So a detachment of United 
States cavalry was sent to join the posse of cowboys that had set 
out in pursuit of the marauding band. Before this minor sen- 
sation died down, Americans were astounded by a spectacular case 
of banditry. Three masked men halted the east-bound ’Frisco Fast 
Express near Richland, Missouri, late one night. After intimidat- 
ing its passengers and crew with gunfire, they dynamited the safe 
in the baggage car, withdrew from it an estimated one hundred 
thousand dollars, and successfully made their escape. 

Tales of violence were likewise coming out of Cuba, where a 
revolution against Spanish rule was in progress. American sym- 
pathy for the Cuban insurgents mounted every day, nourished 
by provocative stories in the newspapers of Joseph Pulitzer and 
William Randolph Hearst. Congress had already recognized a 
state of belligerency in Cuba, but President Grover Cleveland, at 
odds with the Democratic party, took no further action hostile to 
Spain. But in Spain anti-American sentiment was running high; 
mobs trampled and burned the American flag. In several American 
colleges, students retaliated by burning the Spanish flag, and were 
rebuked for this “very objectionable sort of folly” by the judicious 
Review of Reviews, which reminded them that it might lead to 
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European misconception of American feeling. Nevertheless, a 
group of clergymen, in order to express their outrage at the mis- 
treatment of Cuban rebels, organized a boycott of Spanish onions. 
Theodore Roosevelt and his friend Henry Cabot Lodge were 
even more bellicose. They were publicly advocating American 
military intervention in Cuba and a war with Spain. For such 
“jiugoism” they were sternly denounced by President Charles W. 
Eliot of Harvard University. 

Meanwhile political leaders were appealing to partisan spirit 
and class interests, for a presidential election wais to take place in 
the autumn of 1896- It was already obvious that party strife would 
reach unprecedented intensity. For the major issue before the 
country was whether the United States should remain on the 
gold standard, as demanded by the Republicans, or resort to the 
free coinage of silver, an economic heresy originally proposed by 
the Poptdists and certain to be adopted by the Democrats. Over 
this issue, the nation was rapidly dividing into bitterly hostile 
camps. 

Yet the extreme savagery of the presidential contest might 
have been avoided had Americans understood the implications of 
an event reported in the press. For the gold standard was a vital 
issue mainly because of the high price of that metal, of which the 
world supply was insujBficient. Early in April, the steamer City &f 
Topefta arrived at Port Townsend, Washington, from Juneau, 
Alaska. It brought news of the discovery of a new Eldorado. Just 
before the vessel sailed from Juneau, James McQuaid had re- 
turned there from the Yukon country, where he had been pros- 
pecting for eighteen months. He brought with him eighty-two 
pounds of gold dust, all that he had been able to carry from his 
rich strike. Hundreds of minCTs and adventurers were said to be 
stranded in Juneau without visible means of support. But shortly 
after the story of McQuaid’s strike in the Yukon was published, 
fifteen vessels set out for Juneau from ports in the Northwest, 
carrying one thousand excited prospectors. A new gold rush had 
begun, and in Alaska the gold-fever became so acute that residents 
of Sitka, stirred to action, proposed to drain a near-by lake in the 
belief that its bed migfht be paved, to a great depth, with gold 
brought down by glaciers. 
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Unconcerned by these mundane a£Eairs, American astronomers 
were making elaborate preparations to observe a total eclipse o£ 
the sun that would occur on the ninth of August. Sportsmen were 
looking forward to the American tour of an Australian cricket 
team, and to the victories of American athletes at the first modem 
Olympic games, to be held in Athens. To everyone’s relief, the 
Gcaitinental Match Company had finally put an odorless match on 
the market. The latest marvel of science — ^Professor Roentgen’s 
X-ray machine — ^was being displayed by Hilton, Hughes and 
Company, a New York department store. This prc^ressive concern 
invited the public to come in and see its own bones. More hospi- 
table than scientifically accurate, it advertised that “the mystery of 
cathode rays is still a mystery, but you can see all there is to be 
seen about them and their production, the fluorescence in a 
Crookes tube, and actual pictures taken — one each hour.’’ The 
enterprising makers of Vin Mariani, a popular tonic wine, were 
carrying progress in advertising even further. They had persuaded 
Miss Marie Tempest, the enchanting English comedienne, and E. 
H. Sothem, the celebrated romantic actor, to furnish signed en- 
dorsements of the product. And, however incredibly, they were 
making commercicil use of these documentsl 

While gentlemen pondered foreign affairs, domestic politics 
and the complexities of monetary theory, ladies, as usual, were 
preoccupied by matters no less grave. In the onrushing tide of 
change, they turned to Edward Bok’s Ladies’ Home Journal as 
a citadel of permanence, a beacon of the eternal verities. The 
April issue of that magazine brought its customary reassurance. 
There were plans of a twenty-room Dutch Colonial residence; it 
could be built, anywhere in the United States, for five thousand 
dollars. There were suggestions for a garden pool, to be planted 
with water lilies, water hyacinth and lotus. Young girls were 
sensibly reminded that the best cosmetic was exercise in the open 
air; that they should watch their diet, and cultivate good, kind, 
hopeful thoughts that would bring pleasing expressions to their 
faces. Readers who required instruction in etiquette were assured 
that when calling on a married lady they should leave one of their 
own, and two of their husbands’ cards, but when calling on an 
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luunarried lady they should leave only one of each. All this implied 
that the familiar scene had not substantially altered. But, when 
they came to the advertising pages of the magazine, many readers 
received a nasty shock. For there, conferring obloquy upon a 
dentifrice, was the picture of a female, announced as “the new 
woman.” Carrying a riding crop, and presumably about to mount 
a horse, this biazen creature flaunted breeches like a man’s — and 
this could only mean that she sat her horse astride, as no true lady 
had ever thought to, and would inevitably gallop to perdition 
down a primrose path of dalliance. If this was progress, what could 
the world be coming to? 

In other publications, the fetching new styles received their 
absorbed attention. Princesse skirts with corselet waistbands, so the 
prophets of fashion asserted, were to be in vogue for summer 
wear. Among many lovely costumes, who could fail to be attracted 
by one “extremely simple, and yet stylish, little gown?” The 
material of this creation was a brocaded mohair, silver gray in hue. 
It had a full and flowing skirt, lined with bleu de del taffeta, 
with a two-inch hem, above which were three tucks of equal 
length; these, like the hem, were bordered with silver soutache 
braid. The bodice had a pleat in front, edged with the same braid, 
and a patte of violet velvet on each side of the pleat, also bordered 
with braid and embellished with two antique silver coin buttons. 
The collar was of violet velvet, covered with silver filigree work. 
The upper part of the sleeves formed laxge, drooping puffs, with 
three tucks in the center, edged with silver soutache; the forearms 
were tight-fitting, and of violet velvet covered with silver filigree, 
like the collar. Irresistible surely, if not, in sober reality, “ex- 
tremely simple”! 

Ladies of mature years — “painfully aware that nowhere do the 
telltale signs of time show themselves so obviously as just behind 
the ears and around the throat”— welcomed a new style in bonnets, 
featuring lace strings that could be knotted under the chin. One 
of these, “designed for a matron of forty or thereabouts,” was 
greatly admired. It was made of coarse black straw laid on in scales, 
edged with jet, each scallop in front being decorated with a high 
pointed cabochon of jet. On each side, there were little fans of 
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accordion-pleated black tulle edged with white, and from them 
trailed loops of old rose velvet. The center bore a white aigrette, 
rising from black accordion-pleated tulle edged with white Valen- 
ciennes lace, and a high loop of rose velvet. A wide black tulle 
scarf, edged with white, was fastened to the back of the bonnet 
by a jeweled pin; the ends of this scarf were brought forward and 
tied under the wearer’s chin. This confection was described as “a 
dignified headdress and drapery which looks psirticularly well with 
hair en pompadour." 

It was, no doubt, the vogue for such headgear that precipitated, 
among ordinarily docile American males, a brief but drastic revo- 
lution. For ladies avoided removing their hats in theaters, which 
made them an obstruction; but, if they did so, their hatpins made 
them a menace. Confronted by what appeared to be an unsolvable 
dilemma, yet deeply resentful, members of the Ohio legislature 
were goaded into unchivalrous action. They passed a law forbid- 
ding ladies to wear hats in theaters. In other states, ladies became 
apprehensive, for lawmakers elsewhere were looking to the results 
in Ohio for a plausible precedent. 

The ladies could have struck back by refusing to attend the 
theater hatless, but who, in the spring of 1896, would have chosen, 
for whatever high principle or hat, to miss the excellent per- 
formances being offered throughout the country? The frimous 
Italian tragedienne, Madame Eleonora Duse, after making a tour 
and playing a season of repertory in New York City, had lately 
sailed home, notably enriched by having dissolved thousands of 
Americans in tears. But early in April, Madame Sarah Bernhardt 
was offering a repertory of plays at the Lyceum Theater in Detroit. 
At the Auditorium in Kansas City, the sultry Miss Olga Nether- 
sole, from England, could -be seen in Carmen, Frou-Frou and 
Denise. At the Star Theater in Buffalo, Sir Henry Irving and Miss 
Ellen Terry were playing The Merchant of Venice and The Bells; 
their repertory comprised no less than fourteen plays. Buffalo 
would presently have lighter fare, for the shapely musical comedy 
star. Miss Della Fox, was touring in Fleur de Lys^ and would play 
there after the departure of Sir Henry and Miss Terry. At the 
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Metropolitan Theater, in Saint Paul, Sol Smith Russell was 
alternating The Rivals with two other plays. In Boston, at the 
Tremont Theater, the comedian De Wolfe Hopper was appearing 
in John Philip Sousa’s El Capitan, a favorite everywhere. In 
Baltimore, the beautiful Miss Julia Marlowe was playing in 
Romeo and Juliet at Ford’s Opera House. And elsewhere, E. H. 
Sothem was touring in The Prisoner of Zenda; Nat Goodwin was 
playing The Rivals; and Miss Loie Fuller, inventor of a new form 
of dancing, was astonishing audiences by standing quite immobile 
except for her lovely arms, which sinuously shook out long chiffon 
banners while revolving colored lights played on her. 

Who would have believed that, within another generation, 
the splendor of the touring companies was to be extinguished by 
a new form of entertainment, about to be bom? 

As usual, in the spring of 1896, Americans were relishing the 
disesteem of European visitors imported for profitable fault- 
finding expeditions. This year, the critical office was being filled 
by Madame Blanc, a not-too-celebrated French writer, who re- 
ported in the April issue of The Forum her misgivings about the 
state of the nation. Especially, she commiserated with the Amer- 
ican husband, who so obviously was a martyr to the social aspira- 
tions of his wife and daughters. “I have visited houses,” Madame 
Blanc recorded, “where he seemed only to have dropped in by 
accident, as one might say, evidently at a loss to recognize most 
of the invited guests, and yet showing himself most hospitable 
with the good-will of his handshake, his smile, and repeating 
almost as though he did not know to whom he was speaking that 
everlasting trivial phrase, ‘glad to see you.’ ” She disapproved, too, 
of the systematic scorn of marriage expressed by young American 
girls who were ambitious “to be somebody, or do something” — ^to 
distinguish themselves in a career, and escape from the commm 
ways of life. On the other hand, the lot of the independent “new 
woman” in America was happier than that of her spinster sister 
in France; “her intercourse with men, freed from the childishness 
of flirtation, bears a stamp of quietness and freedom which allows 
real and serious intimacies that no criticism could assail.” On the 
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whole, however, Madame Blanc felt that, “It would be to the 
advantage of rich and blasd Americans to refresh themselves from 
time to time by the good provincial customs; to return to those 
living springs, not only of their democracy, but of their true 
moral greatness” — ^and she recommended that, instead of traveling 
in Europe, they seek regeneration in isolated New England vil- 
lages, remote districts of the Far West, or the South. There, at 
least, they might find “fathers of families who have preserved 
old-world ideas of authority, and housewives as we understand 
them.” For to Madame Blanc one thing was clear: the most de- 
plorable feature of American life was the disintegration of the 
family. In the high tide of its progress, the United States had 
seemingly lost all piety to the foyer. 

Few Americans doubted, in the pleasant spring of 1896, that 
progress, already so great, would continue to even greater heights. 
Yet few suspected that, within a few short decades, their society, 
culture and civilization would be completely transformed. Three 
agencies, three forms of magic, were to contribute to this trans- 
formation, and all of them had lately been annoimced. 

For in the spring of 1896 a horseless carriage made its appear- 
ance on the streets of Detroit. Moving pictures were shown in a 
theater in New York City. And, in London, a youthful Italian 
scientist transmitted a message, in Morse code, by wireless across 
the River Thames. 




PART ONE 

Life’s but 


a walking shadow 




CHAPTER I 


O, Pioneers 


1 Miracle on Thirty-Fourth Street 

On a late April evening in 1896, a crowd lingered in front of 
Koster and Bial’s Music Hall, just west of Herald Square and the 
Great White Way. The street rang with a clatter of hooves as a 
long line of vehicles filed up to the entrance: public hansoms, 
livery-stable landaus, private opera coaches, broughams and coupes. 
Silk-hatted gentlemen, with feathered, frilly ladies clinging to 
their arms, pushed toward the brightly lit lobby. Fashionable New 
York was turning out in state, as if to attend the opera, half a 
dozen blocks farther up Broadway. Nobody had seen the like 
before. Koster and Bial’s was the city’s leading variety theater, and 
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it catered to the middle classes. Gentlemen frequented it, of 
course; but only in their supposedly solitary hours. Decorum sug- 
gested that the fair companions whom they brought, or more 
likely found there, remain anonymous. But on this pleasant spring 
evening, everything was different. And the plain people, unable 
to secure admission to the theater, loitered to gape at the privileged. 

Inside the large auditorium, all gilt and blue velvet brocade, 
you heard the rustle of well-bred excitement. The nominal head- 
liner on the program was Albert Chevalier, a famous English 
music-hall star making his American debut. He would appear 
after the intermission, singing the quaint costermonger’s songs 
that London adored: “My Old Dutch,” “The Nipper’s Lullaby,” 
“Our Court Ball” and others. But it was not Chevalier who had 
aroused the audience to its high pitch of expectancy. Ladies were 
training their opera glasses on one of the stage boxes. There, 
grumpy and gray and apparently somewhat nervous, sat the 
electrical wizard, Thomas Alva Edison. Many also turned to stare 
at a strange object in the center of the balcony. From below, in 
the orchestra, it looked like the double turret of a big naval 
monitor, and the front of each half was pierced by two oblong 
holes. Would it work? Was it really going to project — ^as rumor 
had long been predicting — z series of extraordinary living pic- 
tures? 

For this was Edison’s latest reputed marvel, the vitascope, and 
the public was presently to see it in action for the first time. Im- 
patience mounted during the turns of William Olschovsky, the 
Russian clown, and Cora CaseUi, the eccentric dancer. There was 
little applause for The Three Delevines, in an origmal act billed 
as Satanic Gambols. The audience was equally cool to Paulinetti 
and Pico, and to Monsieur and Madame Ducreux-Geralduc, the 
French duettists. But you could hear a sigh of relief when The 
Brothers Horn, assisted by Miss Charlotte Hallett, finis h ed a 
sketch called London Life and took a quick bow before the cur- 
tain. Now, at last, the vitascope .. . 

A great white screen, twenty feet square and elaborately framed 
in gold like a painting, descended from the top of the proscenium. 
Suddenly, the auditorium was darkened. The vitascope began to 
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buzz and roar, and a glaring white light flooded the screen. 
Presently, a tinted background was thrown on it, and there ap- 
peared two blonde young women, wearing pink and blue dresses, 
roguishly flirting their parasols as they danced. They vanished. An 
angry surf rolled in toward the audience, crested into a mighty 
wave, and crashed in jets of spume. There was a flurry of panic 
among occupants of the front rows. Two comedians engaged in 
a burlesque boxing match. They were followed by a comic alle- 
gory tided. The Monroe Doctrine. A ripple of laughter greeted 
a brief, familiar scene from Charles Hoyt’s popular farce. The 
Milk White Flag. Then a blonde show-girl named Annabelle dis- 
played her coquetry in The Butterfly Dance. As Annabelle faded 
from view, the noise of the vitascope subsided and the houselights 
were turned on. Awed, exhilarated by this miracle of science, the 
audience cheered, applauded, and shouted for Edison. But the 
wizard had left his box, and he did not reappear to acknowledge 
the ovation. The great blue curtain was lowered. Gentlemen left 
their seats for the intermission. 

In the Grand Promenade, a babble of amazement drowned 
out the music of Dr. Leo Sommer’s Blue Hungarian Band. 
Edison’s incredible machine — ^so marvelously, so deceptively re- 
producing “true-life action” — ^had startled blas6 New Yorkers into 
genuine enthusiasm. An enterprising reporter, seeing a short, 
tubby, dapper, middle-aged man momentarily alone, hurried over 
to seek a verdict from Charles Frohman, maker of stars and tycoon 
of the American theater. “That settles scenery,” Frohman told 
him. “Painted trees that do not move, waves that get up a few 
feet and stay there, everything in scenery that we simulate on 
our stages will have to go. Now that art can make us believe that 
we see actual, living nature, the dead things of the stage must go.” 
Another spectator might have disputed this verdict. He was a 
young man, known only as a scholar in medieval literature, who 
had a passionate love for the theater. Later, he would publish a 
dictionary of colloquialisms, write entertainingly about the stage 
in many magazines, and become a leading theatrical press agent. 
Thirty years after the eventful birth of moving pictures at Koster 
and Bial’s, Frank J. Wilstach read an account of it and noted. 
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In tlie opinion of Hmry Ford, who met him in 1896 and had 
worshipped him from boyhood. Educm was the world's greatest 
genius and wtwst businem man. To less reverent o^werven, he 
seemed an embittered man whose ambiiicm to become an indus- 
trial tycoon, by means of his inventions, had been frusnated by 
the operatiems of men shrewder than himself. But, with respect 
to the kinetoscope, he was both indifferoni and singularly cd>- 
durate. The thing was a toy; Kdison, whose sole amusemant was 
work, had no interett in toys. Yet it was a highly remunerative tcry, 
and he citerished no prejudice against laige profits. The thiiftlns 
masses seemed delighted to sciuander their pennies, in the dots 
of his machines, on the illusion of seeing a horse run. a mui 
sneese. a baby enduring a bath, a pretty girl dance. Fdison lived 
in the narrow world of his laboratory, insulated from the general 
public. When his aMOciates began urging that even larger profits 
could lie made by lifting animated pictures out of the cabinet and 
projet ling them tai a curtain or screen, he refused to consider 
the idea, it wmild ruin the sale of kineioscopcs. and its success 
in replacing ihrtn was purely prublematkal. Why destroy the 
prodigal gosling? 

IUhIi the ktnetosiiipr and a primitive movie camera had been 
deveio|ied under ilte su|iervision id one of Edison's laboratory 
awisianis, W. K. Dickson. Edison had taken out patents on 
them in die United States, but siubbtmtly refuted to spend any 
money (or European paiimit. European experimenters succeeded 
in producing cameras very like his, and ihmr were later 10 become 
ittsiruttienial in broiking a powerful American |aiiimt pool which 
•cMighi 10 monopdiixe the new industry. The Edison camera t^ier- 
aied on a principle of iniermiiient motion, ft rcdled ilie film up 10 
the lens, held it there just long imaugh for a single photograph 
to be r^utered, and then repeated the proroM. rhe use of per- 
forated him. moved by a sproiket wheel, insured regularity of 
mmion and exposure. The camera took a series id pictures, 
■rpsrated try minutely brief intervals, whkh appeared 10 record 
runiinuous anion. 

Dkkson likewise tried 10 develop a machine capable of j^oject- 
ing the animated pictures on a sireen or curtain, jmi m the 
pedlar "magk lanicm" firojected its slides. Iliis involved tech- 
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nical and scientific problems which he did not entirely solve. The 
machine he devised was patterned on the kinetoscope and moved 
the film continuously, but the effect produced was not satisfactory. 
Meanwhile, other experimenters were likewise at work. Another 
peep-show cabinet had been put on the market to compete with 
the kinetoscope. Known as the “mutoscope,” it met with success 
and its promoters, presently joined by Dickson, perfected a 
camera and projection machine for screen pictures, and set up in 
business as the Biograph Company. Even earlier, in April, 1895, 
a short-lived company organized by Major Woodville Latham, a 
Virginia college professor, exhibited to the New York press a 
projector described as a “pantopticon” and, one month later, in 
a rented store on lower Broadway, threw on a screen the first 
flickering, commercial motion picture: a four-minute film showing 
Young Griffo and Battling Barnett in a boxing match. 

More decisively, as it turned out, experimental work had been 
done in Washington by Thomas Annat and C. Francis Jenkins. 
Armat was in his thirtieth year, a part-time inventor engaged in 
the real-estate business. He had been invited to invest in a kine- 
toscope parlor in Atlanta, Georgia, and although he had refused 
this opportunity, it aroixsed his desire to invent a practicable 
projector. Collaborating with Jenkins, he perfected one by the 
summer of 1895, and patented it \mder the name of “vitascope.” 
Unlike Dickson, Armat rejected the principle of moving film 
continuously past a lens. He conceived the theory that each in- 
dividual picture must be held stationary, while imder illumination 
and projection, before being succeeded by the next. Essentially, 
Armat applied to his projector the same principle of intermittent 
motion as was exemplified by the Edison camera. Both mechanisms 
thus were founded on the persistence of vision: the fact that the 
human eye does not work quickly enough actually to see the space 
between pictures, and during this space holds an after-image of the 
previous picture which it blends with the succeeding one. Armat’s 
principle was to become the foundation for the later technology 
of motion picture presentation. 

Lacking facilities to exploit his invention, or to manufacture 
it commercially, Armat tried to interest Frank R. Gammon and 
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Norman C. RafiE, who managed Edison’s kinetoscope business. “We 
have heard of many screen machines/’ they informed him, “but 
even Mr. Edison has not been able to perfect one.’’ Though the 
outlook was not encouraging, he took his machine to West Orange 
and demonstrated it to Edison, Gammon and Raff. “Mr. Edison 
didn’t think too much about it at first,” Armat recalled when he 
was in his eightieth year. “But he agreed to manufacture the 
machine, and he reluctantly agreed to have it known as Edison’s 
vitascope after Gammon and Raff convinced him that the machine 
would be easier to sell if it bore his name.” Arrangements were 
soon made to combine Armat’s patents with others held by Edison. 
Armat consented to “stay in the background” and let Edison take 
public credit for his invention. So when motion pictures were 
first offered in a theater, at Koster and Bial’s, Edison occupied a 
box while Armat, in the primitive projection booth, operated the 
vitascope. 

On the fiftieth anniversary of that occasion, Armat was inter- 
viewed by Thomas K. Pryor, Washington correspondent of the 
New York Times. He felt no resentment at his failure to achieve 
fame as the inventor of the device which, with the Edison camera, 
had given birth to a major American industry that had become 
one of the most powerful social agencies of the twentieth century. 
He had done very well in life, and thought he had a sense of 
proportion. After all, he had only given the movies a start; others, 
later, had improved on his work tremendously. But his eyes 
sparkled as he described the memorable night at Koster and Bial’s. 
The little film. Sea Waves, wasn’t a good picture, but it was excit- 
ing, for nobody, ever before, had seen a lifelike ocean in a theater. 
It had “started a panicky commotion among those up front,” he 
recalled, as the sea came rushing toward them. And Armat still 
remembered how the audience “went wild” and cheered when 
they saw the life-size shadow of Annabelle dancing, there before 
them, on the screen. 

2 The Comet That Became Only a Tail 

The enthusiasm of their first audience made the new living 
pictures a sensation widely reported by the press. Vaudeville 
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Only the prosperous urban middle class patronized the vaude- 
ville theaters. For several years they delighted in the brief, flicker- 
ing dance of shadows across the screen. The true source of their 
pleasure was not the subjects that they saw, but the unfamiliar 
effect which these subjects produced: “life motion, realism, photo- 
graphed from nature so true to life as to force the observers to 
believe that they are viewing the reality and not the reproduc- 
tion.” But gradually, as the novelty of seeing living pictures wore 
off, die potency of their illusion diminished. The technique of 
picture-making did not noticeably advance. The kinds of subjects 
presented were limited; repetition made them seem monotonous. 
The vaudeville audience was a fickle one, and it began to tire of a 
novelty that was becoming commonplace. Some managers— espe- 
cially those in control of the most expensive theaters — concluded 
that living pictures were only a passing fad, which now had run 
its course, ceased showing them, and sold their projection- 
machines. In the cheaper houses, pictures continued to be shown, 
but no longer as a feature. They were put at the end of the bill, 
so that those who did not wish to see them could leave without 
missing any of the show. Soon, the managers came to regard them 
as being merely useful in clearing the theater for another audience. 
The incredible miracle of science was less esteemed than an in- 
ferior animal-act. In the jargon of the theater, it had become a 
“chaser.” 

The great mass of workers who swarmed in the poorer quarters 
of American cities had litde. money to spend on theatrical enter- 
tainment; some earned only a dollar a day. For them, the penny 
arcade, ablaze with light, noisy and crowded, held a promise of 
cheap diversion. A coin dropped into a slot would make the 
automatic gypsy nod sagely, and hand out a card with your 
forttme. Another coin enabled you to test your skill with the 
punching bag, against the certified records of pugilists like 
Gentleman Jim Corbett and Bob Fitzsimmons. You could investi- 
gate your resistance to electric shock, practice weight-lifting, have 
your tintype taken. You could listen to Sousa’s marches, and the 
latest song hits, on the phonograph. Above all, you could see the 
pictures come to life in the kinetoscope. Watching the crowds 
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lining up to reach these machines, the owners of penny arcades 
realized that quick profits could be made on screen shows. If they 
could obtain projection machines, they could remove the rolls of 
film from the cabinets, paste them together, run them for five or 
ten minutes, perhaps even for half an hour. The same idea dawned 
on the showmen whose business it was to carry amusement to the 
small towns: medicine shows, traveling dime museums, small 
circuses, the magicians, ventriloquists and acrobats who performed 
at country fairs. A black-topped tent would serve as a theater; a 
projection machine and its operator, with enough films, could 
wheedle big money from the rural trade. 

These hardy enteiprisers, existing on the disreputable outskirts 
of the legitimate amusement industry, catering to a public ignored 
by theatrical magnates like the Frohmans and masters of vaudeville 
like B. F. Keith, saw commercial possibilities in the novelty that 
was being discarded by high-priced theaters. Some were able to 
buy second-hand projectors. Others persuaded machine shops to 
duplicate Edison or Biograph machines. They erected partitions 
closing off the rear of their arcades, hung a screen at one end, and 
crowded as many chairs as possible into the remaining space. 
In these makeshift theaters, holding fewer than one hundred 
people, they advertised the exhibition of living pictures. At first, 
the cutsomers of penny arcades were suspicious and skeptical. 
Many knew that the novelty had caused a sensation in the costly 
vaudeville theaters. Few associated it with the pictures already 
visible in the cabinets of the arcade. All of them doubted that the 
living pictures advertised for a dime were the genuine article. 
Thomas L. Tally, a former Texas cowboy who owned an arcade 
in Los Angeles, pondered this shrewd customer resistance. He 
cut a peep-hole in his partition, and invited patrons to convince 
themselves that life-size images were moving on the screen in his 
darkened rear room before parting with their dimes. This ex- 
pedient produced the desired result. Word of it spread across the 
country, and it was widely adopted. 

Moving pictures soon became the most popular attraction of 
the penny arcades. The people who crowded into the little show- 
rooms were not. like the patrons of vaudeville houses, familiar 
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with the stage and therefore hard to please. The sheer mystery of 
motion on the screen enchanted them, and for the first time they 
experienced the peculiar pleasure of collective excitement in a 
theater. Images of traffic moving on a street, pugilists boxing, a 
dancer doing her turn, comedians going through their routine, 
evoked roars of enthusiasm. The bloom of novelty did not wear 
off. In the slums of the great Eastern and Middle Western cities 
there were herded vast immigrant populations. Largely un- 
familiar with the English language, they could not read the news- 
papers, magazines or books. But the living pictures communicated 
their meanings directly and eloquently. To enjoy them, no 
command of a new language was essential. They made illiteracy, 
and ignorance of American customs, seem less shameful; they 
broke down a painful sense of isolation and ostracism. Dwellers in 
tenements, workers in sweatshops, could escape the drabness of 
their environment for a little while, at a price within their means. 
They could learn about their adopted country, see the water come 
tumbling over Niagara Falls, the spectacular architecture of the 
Pan American Exposition at Buffalo, the funeral of President 
McKinley, the inauguration of President Theodore Roosevelt. 
They could participate in little dramatic incidents: a budding 
courtship interrupted; a chase; a comic altercation between Happy 
Hooligan, the disreputable tramp, and a smug member of the 
prosperous classes. In the penny arcades, moving pictures took 
deep root, both as an agency for information and as a cheap form 
of entertainment for the masses. In the small rural communities 
to which they were taken by traveling showmen, they met equally 
responsive audiences. A broad popular foundation was being laid 
for a major industry, as well as a social instrument of incalculable 
power. 

An embryonic industry was already taking shape. It was 
hampered by scarcity of equipment, vexed by the perpetual threat 
of litigation, had no precedents to follow. It had accidentally dis- 
covered an entirely new body of consumers, immensely numerous, 
but of dubious permanence. The earliest producers, skeptical 
about the remote future, wasted no effort on long-range plans. For 
the Edison Company, motion pictures were only a side line. Never- 
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thekss, Edison claimed basic patents and asserted that these were 
infringed by any camera or projector other than its own. The 
equipment of the Biograph Company had been designed with this 
rjairn in mind; since it differed from Edison’s, the company relied 
on the validity of its patents. Biograph was imique in having 
obtained financial backing from banking interests. To protect 
tlieir investment, they placed a representative in the company: 
Jeremiah J. Kennedy, an engineer previously associated with large 
industrial enterprises. Both Edison and Biograph sold or rented 
projection machines; neither would release cameras. They in- 
tended to keep the making of motion pictures to themselves. 

But other men had determined to break into this new field- 
Shortly after Edison’s vitascope had been introduced at Koster and 
Bial’s, the New York World, sent a representative to interview the 
inventor. The task was assigned to Japes Stuart Tj ^la^tnn. a tall, 
handsome, ingratiating young artist. Blackton earned his living in 
the lecture lyceums, giving “chalk talks’’ which he illustrated with 
pictures drawn in view of the audience. When not thus engaged, 
he produced illustrated feature articles for newspapers. On his visit 
to West Orange, he succeeded in interesting Edison, who ordered 
the making of a film entitled, Blackton, the "World’" Cartoonist. 
Furthermore, Edison offered to sell him a projector, with a supply 
of films, for eight hundred dollars. Blackton discussed this oppor- 
tunity with Albert Edward Smith, another public entertainer. 
Together they managed to scrape up the money, bought the outfit, 
and set off on the road. Showing pictures proved to be profitable, 
and they surmised that making them might produce an even larger 
revenue. But, since cameras were unobtainable, this golden pros- 
pect seemed beyond reach. 

Presently, Smith learned that the basic principles of the pro- 
jector and camera were identical. Why not convert their projector 
into a camera? Having an aptitude for mechanics and an interest 
in invention. Smith began working on the problems of transfor- 
mation. The experiment turned out successfully, and he later went 
on to devise improvements in cameras and projection machines. 
Meanwhile, equipped with a practicable camera, Blackton and 
Smith needed more money to begin operations. They consulted 
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William Rock, proprietor of a Harlem billiard parlor. During the 
summer months. Rock sometimes added to his income by taking 
traveling side-shows on tour; he, too, had been successful with the 
living pictures. The three men pooled their equipment and re- 
sources. With a capital of some three thousand dollars, they 
formed the Vitagraph Company to produce and sell pictures. Soon 
becoming proficient photographers, Blackton and Smith began 
making brief films of street parades, prize fights, and simple 
dramatic episodes that could be staged, at little expense, in the 
loft they had rented for business headquarters. From the very out- 
set, their venture prospered, and it soon became a formidable 
competitor of Edison and Biograph. 

Blackton was to become a major figure in the new field, win- 
ning early celebrity both as producer and director. Within a com- 
paratively few years, he was a millionaire. He bought a costly 
estate on Long Island, and became the neighbor of Theodore 
Roosevelt and J. P. Morgan. Taking up the sport of yachting, he 
was invited to join two exclusive clubs, and was presently the 
“commodore” of both; the title, in which he rejoiced, proved 
valuable for publicity. His consuming desire for social recognition 
was probably aggravated by the disesteem for the source of his 
wealth that prevailed among the well bred. By conservative finan- 
ciers “picture business” was regarded as a fly-by-night affair. By 
people of taste, its products were avoided with disdain. The rafl&sh 
crowd who conducted the business were invisible to anyone sta- 
tioned near the barrier that protected gentlefolk from unseemly 
associations. Blackton’s eagerness for admission to the sacred cita- 
del became a permanent aspiration of the film world. This was to 
be fulfilled, before the middle of the century, by the emergence of 
caf^ society, where new wealth acquired prestige by association 
with vintage names, and inheritors of seasoned wealth escaped 
boredom in intimacy with the last surviving exponents of glamor 
on earth. Of this institution, Blackton himself was a precursor. His 
active career in pictures outlasted that of nearly every other 
pioneer. His fortune was swept away by the Great Depression, and 
he went on Federal relief as director of a film project in Los 
Angeles. When he died, some years later, he had been earning a 
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meager livelihood doing odd jobs for Hollywood studios, long 
forgotten by the public and scarcely known by the giant industry 
he had helped to found. 

In the early years of the century, other men as ambitious as 
Blackton, with equally slender resources, followed in the wake of 
Vitagraph. Sigmund Lubin, in Philadelphia, had been a peddler 
of optical goods and novelties at county fairs, and now operated 
several penny arcades in addition to a small retail shop. With C. 
Francis Jenkins, who had worked with Thomas Armat, Lubin 
was soon manufacturing cameras and projectors, trading in films, 
developing them in his own laboratories, exhibiting them and 
finally also producing them. In Chicago, George K. Spoor, operator 
of a newsstand, joined Max Aronson, a vaudeville actor who 
adopted the name G. M. Anderson, in forming the Essanay Com- 
pany. It was not long before they hit upon the notion of transfer- 
ring to the screen some elements of the cmrrently popular Wild 
West Shows. Films showing pursuits had an irresistible appeal. 
Why not add trick horsemanship, Indians, cowboys? Though not 
an expert horseman — he invented the use of a “double” for stars 
in the performance of hazardous exploits — ^Anderson, as “Brohcho 
Billy,” won a nation-wide audience; he was the daredevil cowboy 
of early “westerns” which, for many years, he ground out at the 
rate of one every week. Westerns and other thrillers were also the 
specialty of William Selig who, having abandoned the upholstery 
trade to manage a traveling minstrel show, turned to the lucrative 
business of making films in Chicago. Selig soon gave American 
boyhood an idol for emulation. This was Tom Mix, who dazzled 
audiences by his brilliant horsemanship and daundess heroism. 
He had abandoned a similar job with the Miller Brothers’ loi 
Ranch and Wild West Show to perform his feats of daring for the 
camera. And it was to this organization that he quietly returned 
when, after two decades of international fame, his popularity 
waned and he vanished from the screen. 

To the owners of penny arcades, the oveiwhelming success of 
the pictures shown in their dark back rooms came as a surprise, 
and raised a disturbing problem. Most of them had expected the 
vogue to peter out, as in the vaudeville theaters; they had merely 
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hoped to dean up on it while it lasted. But interest in the arcade 
machines was evaporating; the crowds seemed only to want the 
pictures, ignoring all other attractions while they waited for ad- 
mission. Out in Los Angeles, in 1902, Thomas L. Tally took the 
bold step of discarding his machines, and converting his whole 
arcade into a hall for the showing of pictures. He named it “The 
Electric Theater,” and after its success caused him to open a second 
hall, other arcade proprietors began following his lead. Three 
years later, in McKeesport. Pennsylvan ia, there appeared the real 
progenitor of all future movie theaters. 

This was the creation of two brothers-in-law who, having ob- 
tained a French projector eight years earlier, had introduced 
pictures to Pittsburgh and the nearby industrial towns. Both 
John P. Harris and Harry Davis, unlike most other exhibitors, 
had worked with “legitimate” theatrical enterprises, and it was 
this experience that they put to use when they determined to 
remodel a store in McKeesport for the showing of pictures. Being 
shrewd showmen, they set out to make the store look as much like 
an actual theater as possible. They gave it a colorful, arresting, 
recessed front. They added glamor by decorating the interior and 
having a pianist furnish musical accompaniment for the pictures. 
They announced that the hall would open for business at eight in 
the morning; that the twenty-minute program would be continu- 
ously repeated until midnight; that admission would cost only five 
cents. Then, with masterly intuition, they coined a name for their 
theater which combined the suggestions of cheapness and gran- 
deur. The name sped across the continent, was adopted by the 
public as the term defining a picture-house, and thus entered the 
Am,ericcui language as a new noun. The name was “ Nickelodeon .” 

The “Nickelodeon,” with its cheap admission, its music, its 
colorful interior that produced an effect of luxury, was an instan- 
taneous success. From morning till midnight its ninety-six seats 
were constantly filled, and on some days several hundred patrons 
would pay admission for the privilege of standing at the rear of the 
auditorium. Box-ofl&ce receipts soon exceeded a thousand dollars 
a week. Word of this sure-fire means to quick money traveled 
swiftly. Throughout the United States, there was a frantic effort to 
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rent vacant stores and convert them into picture-shows. Pitts- 
burgh, within a year, had one hundred nickelodeons. In New 
York, where the Board of Aldermen designated them as “common 
shows” for which a license fee of only twenty-five dollars was 
charged, as compared with a fee of five hundred for a theater, 
licenses were issued at the rate of one a day. Similar conditions 
obtained in Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Detroit, Los Ai^eles — 
in every city from coast to coast. Within three years, the nation 
had some eight to ten thousand nickelodeons, and — ^as the earliest 
picture-trade publication reported— “if the nickel delirium con- 
tinues to maintain its hold, there will be in a few years more of 
these cheap amusement places than saloons.” 

They dotted the foreign quarters, the slums, the poorer shop- 
ping streets. The well-to-do, having no reason to penetrate these 
neighborhoods, seldom saw or heard of them. Above their recessed 
fronts, as dusk fell, electric lights bravely flaunted such appealing 
names as “The Family” and “The Cosy,” or such invitations to 
fantasy and romance as “The Jewel” and “Bijou Dream.” The 
recessed front served as a crude lobby, made space for a ticket- 
booth and ticket-taker, was plastered with vivid posters suggest- 
ing the excitement, adventure and beauty that five cents would 
buy. The nickels rattled down like hailstones as workingmen and 
their families crowded into the lobbies, overflowed in long patient 
lines on the street. Inside, the program lasted from twenty minutes 
to an hour: a brief melodrama or chase; a comedy; a news picture 
or travel picture; a glimpse of dancers or acrobats. Between films, 
the projectionist inserted “hand-colored” slides of popular songs, 
the pianist pounded out their melodies, and the whole audience 
sang. “The Hottentot Love Song”; “Love Me and The World Is 
Mine”; “Waltz Me Around Agaih, Willie”; “I’m Afraid to Go 
Home in the Dark”; “School-Days”; “Laddie Boy”; “I Wish I 
Had a Girl”; “You Splash Me and I’ll Splash You.” And, nearly 
always, there would be a slide of handsome Donald Brian, holding 
Ethel Jackson in his arms, which set everyone to singing the new, 
lilting, “Merry Widow Waltz.” 

Far too often, in the middle of a picture, the projectionist in- 
serted a slide reading, “One Minute, Please!” This indicated a 
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break in the film, or trouble with the machine. Everyone began 
stamping in unison. If the necessary repair required a little time, 
there were slides advertising the stores of local tradesmen, and 
announcing future programs. The audience, impatient for a 
renewal of illusion, whistled and shouted. Youngsters carrying 
trays piled with peanuts, candy, popcorn and soda-pop rushed up 
and down the aisles, crying their wares. Presently the machine 
resumed its sputtering, and the screen came alive again. There was 
a ripple of applause, a fluttering sigh of contentment. Then silence, 
broken by the crackling of peanut shells and popcorn, the 
whimpering of a frightened child. In tired 

”^3_andjwQmen forgQLJJa^ h^ of poverty. For this was 

"Eappiness. This was the Promised Land. 

3 The Merchants of Dreams 

When the owners of penny arcades first began to show pictures, 
they had to buy these outright from the manufacturers. Since 
frequent changes of program were necessary, they traded their 
pictures among themselves. In this haphazard, inefficient way of 
doing business, a number of men saw an opportunity to make 
money. A middleman, or jobber of pictures, could serve both 
manufacturers and exhibitors. Buying films from the manu- 
facturer, he could rent them out to exhibitors, charging each of 
them far less than the cost of the film, yet making a large profit on 
every picture before it had run its course. Exhibitors could afford 
to change their programs more frequently, thus increasing their 
patronage. This, in turn, would create a demand for more new 
pictures. The jobber could deal directly with all manufacturers, 
guarantee to buy their entire output at prices higher than had 
formerly been paid by the exhibitors, and so distribute a variety 
of films to his customers. By the time the first nickelodeons were 
opened, there were more than one hundred film “exchanges” 
operating in thirty-five of the largest American cities. 

The men who hurried to open nickelodeons, as the boom 
swept across the country, came from the same economic class as 
their patrons. They were owners of small retail businesses — cheap 
lunchrooms, candy or cigar Stores, comer drug stores. They were 



Ufi’i M • Wdfctat 

garment worken. {ur-cuttew. lalcfincn ol law jukrtl gtmiilt Sccin 
a vacant store, and deciding that ihc ncighbarhuml wmiltl 
another picture house, they might persuade a fiirnd «r iwa i 
share the venture; a house could be opened *«r business on 
thousand dollara, or even lc». Many cd il»e mckelialetuis wet 
famil y enterprises: mother and daughter sold tickets, lather, a 
manager, to<A them at the door; a son ran the projectian machiiK 
the younger childran peddled refreshments, rtie nwkrludeoi 
owners were genuinely representative of the publu iliry served 
Because thehr preferances were also ihoie td iheit (lairtiiu. the 
knew what kinds of pictures were likely m priHc |iu|Mtksi 
When they selected programs from caialogtirs issucil bs ilw insnu 
facturers and exchangai, Uicir personal tjurs icnnl si 4 frlubl 
guide. If a picture, when sliowii. aruuirti uhuiuaI riiilniuAUti 
they hastened to obtain others like ic. If an auibru. r. IraMiig ili 
nickelodeon, complained about any pitiutr. ihr .akiirtt |i.4«ari 
this verdict on to their excitangc, and ihrirafin irtuic.l n. «ittu 
films in any way resembling the one that hail duplrainl ti 
interpreting the wants and peiudkrs of ihnt |»ai>h.. m umi 


ticulate hopes and dreams, tlie owners of iti«trhiilrixi« hri|«r<t 0 
shape the content, and fix the paiirrns, of ibr hliui whuti nutiu 
fecturers were turning out. 

A few of them were presently to remar an r^rn ii»4xe ilirri 
and decisive influeiKc on the nature id Amrttian hlms t hey mrv 
men whose native shrewdneu advanced ihrm iiMMSIy. ibmigt 
they had little formal educaiicm; who katnrd as ilicy iwrni, cnhi 
were driven— either by insatiable ambiiiim. «it oirtc rifciicii 


stance— to undertake the actual making id |iutiitrs f hrtr ua 
William Fox, who grew up in a rear imcmmi txi \rt» Vork 
lower East Side. Fox left school at the ar «d clrsm ,0 hd,, 
port a large family. He peddled candv in Cctttial I’aik unia k 
was old enough to secure work in a lac uxs I .xig seat 

of privatiaa todi him into the ranks id the S»«ialtM fans bo 

■'"•""•.•.I 

Wile inU at Ita Uaor, bnuli. Ik in.runl m > |».m, .,,..1, 
amaacd «x««. hundml dolUn. h. il, „ 
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open a nickelodeon. After a few years, he owned a chain of 
fifteen small picture houses, and branched into the exchange 
business also. 

There was Marcus Loew, who was employed as a furrier when 
he, too, put mSSeyTfffoT^ penny arcade in New York and was 
astonished by his quick profits. Presently he opened a nickelodeon, 
then another, on the lower East Side. He met the popular actor, 
David Warfield, whom he interested by prophesying that the 
pictures were boxmd to become a great industry. Warfield carried 
this prediction to his manager, the theatrical producer, David 
BelasCo; both decided to help Loew expand his business. Loew 
took in a partner, and set out to acquire a chain of theaters. His 
parmer was Adolph Zukor, a small, quiet man whose sad eyes and 
gentle expression masked a flintlike character. Zukor had come to 
the United States from Hungary at the age of sixteen, found work 
as an upholsterer at a salary of two dollars a week, later became 
a furrier, then one of several partners in a penny arcade. When 
Zukor joined Loew, he owned two or three nickelodeons. To- 
gether, the two men made money rapidly. Presently, Zukor with- 
drew from the partnership, and bought a picture house on 
Fourteenth Street at Union Square. Loew went on to accumulate 
more and more theaters; eventually, they stretched across the 
country. Zukor, studying his audiences on Fourteenth Street, con- 
cluded that the public would soon want pictures superior to those 
which he was showing. He began to dream of making p ictures 
thaLJimie-diffmaiJt,- longer, ni^eT'sdmebow like the plays that 
drew crowds into the theaters on Broadway. 

In a Wisconsin town the manager of a clothing store, Carl 
Laemmle, had long cherished an ambition to go into business 
for himself. He thought he would do better in a large city and 
went to Chicago to find out about opportimities there. Far out 
on the city's west side, he saw a vacant store. It had formerly 
housed a picture show, and when Laemmle inquired about rent- 
ing it, the landlord offered to include the previous tenant’s screen 
and chairs. Laemmle, he suggested, could open a nickelodeon in 
short order. As much alarmed as allured by this notion, the 
retailer talked it over with a business acquaintance, Robert 
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Cochrane, who made his living hy -.,.4 .ihMu.uiK .dvr, 

tisements for clothing mcnh-mis. c:.*lu 4 nr u.,'r4 I 
undertake the venture. S«i I .irimulr ojH itr.l !u, n.. 
applied to it the same mer«fwnri»»Hsg mrih.«!» iUm h. h^.l |.tr 
viously used, and met with smh nu.c^» if>u h. ...... 

additional theaters. Fresenily. lakmg t...h. 4 »r 41 i.m 
he also organized an exchange. 

Nobody foresaw iluitiiuen hkr h‘>x. I ‘.rw /ui>n 4i*.l 1 4r,.„„ir 
were' to become, witltin a vcrv few 

todostmlempliwwimstiw^ja^^ whi*h f4r r^iUrt 

badliitrHHi ^^ and odM.. .. I hr 

of erecting such grandinae ctMumtu omtiiufi !i*d !.*rii r-i 
hausted. Hostility to tIuMe whuh r%ntrd tud km h < ■ 4 j« li 

under public pressure, the hctlrral g«rtrtiimr»ii i^d Imt^uh 

to attack monoplies .iml \iiiru. 4 « m .»£ h inn., .ini...! 

writers, mt3st const icntimis jmmwiwit m ♦.. tiS » .inn ir 
formers, progressive phiiiiaiii, manv •>« m ij-uunji 1 . j.U i i ^n.t 
secular phik»sophcr»-~al I tlirw werr i > tf.. 

opportunity and dcirriuraiitig r\i»ir«u«- 4»4ii4(>i' » > «fi. . 
man. Even the comimtn itirn whi» »«rir i.mkui,' uu.. » . f.. ip, 
shabby business startrly undrmiMxi. 4» trt thu a w n 1 .. ..j«n t 
new area of optxtrtuniiy ;» daizliiig. 4i jj^idm xt jh* .1 th^ ..id 
Conditions in the new indutits t«rir K>>tN!. x ...tn 

petition and an ittc reasiitg dcnuiul fur |i|t li-kt r-i '.^. 4 ^ *" rtssr i«..» %4rMst>| 

iiish 0 llg| t f m. M»lllll(4liUjtrtl ftl pli eittr i wrir i h. 41 

pric« based upon fees for every ihimtilK *»l ihrit I'%*h 4 n 4 ri 

resorted to “duping." Ilavmg irmred 4 idfu iftrv t.ed 4 
made from it: from the tirgainr ihrr frj.i.»iu, rd j.tif,.* „i.,. h 
they distributed .is uriginali, (lirtrin thr4tii»4' .ih#- tti4iu4l4«.tMtrt 

ExhibitOll dci/IICfl 4 llJiCIlit* fit itef f 4kl«| r %* i*i*| 

f^ciurcrs* A ij| iiiiiiifc' lii.HiM'f imiirf s'lvr **’»*< sst 

merely associated for pur|i«»ir 4 i 4 f» 4 iid tmu-i 4 j ,. t ... ? * 4 
single theater, then arranged ihrir Mikeduin tfi 4 t > m- ♦ 
on a bicycle could rate the liliri from t»f ir ir t. ^ .» 411 * >t F i f . I tn I il 
all had shown it, I hr %4i||r $4 m m !ihn.t 

obvious; by paying prrmtitms Um liiu ptnur^r . ♦t .t... i 
could often put compnior* om ,a imu.ieM i 4 ..,...*. th. „ 
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theater*. Owner* ol chain* were in a potiiicai ut tlemand rebate*, 
and other tpectal (Mrivilege*. which frequently enabled them to 
crush sitialier t^eratori. The coamtercial underwtarld df cheap 
movie houses was governed by the ecxmomic faritwiple of dog cat 
dog. 

Among the mmuhicturen of pictures, (^len warfare |»revailad. 
Each of the major companies held paienu covering improvomenta 
to cameras and projection machine*. But the Ediscm Ckmipany. 
claiming the prMty of its own ^totts, had inttltuMd lawsuits 
apitnst all the othem Mranwhile. ccdlectively. these companies 
had nm be«m able to keep the field to themselves. Men re< 
Milvril to invade it were im|iovting European cameras, car having 
American ones illepilly counterfeited, and setting up as producers; 
ihrir ufierations enabled distributors to profit handsomely by 
playing laic ntaniifatturrr against the others. 'Ihrer yean after 
the lust nickeludeim appeared, the held of production was wide 
i»|ien. It prtnniscd to Iwcttmr incalculably prt)fitahle--espectally 
if it tiHiid lie brought iindmr incaiopoly ccmirul. 

I hr eHtui to form a monofaily was undertaken by Jeremiah j. 
Kennedy, the retired engineer and iron-handed businessman 
whom hankers had placed in the llic^aph Ckmtpaiiy to protect 
their invesimeni. tie brought together seven domrsiit and two 
foreign manufacturers, and a disirihuior who conirolled various 
valuable rights, and (tersiiaded them to pool their paiimts. The 
resulting conibinaiion was named the Motion Pkture Patents 
CUmipany. and its legal control of equipment and processes ap 
Ijcarrd to tie so complete iluit pictures could not be (dtoiigtraphcd. 
poctMed or miltibiied without its consent. Each vi the ten mem> 
tiers were licensed to make pitiures under all the pooled paienis: 
no additional licenses were to be issued. In the field of production, 
the new corficmiiion seemingly held an impregnable munofioty. 

it moved promptly to eatend ibis to the distribution and 
ealtibitiun of pkture*. it formed the General Film Ckatniainy. 
which bought up fifty-nine major exchanges throughout the 
oountry. all of which were forbidden to distriliuie any pictures 
eacepi ihoar made by membm of tltc trust. I'o regulate eahibi- 
lots. General Film imposial a weekly tax of two dollars on all 
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theaters. This covered a franchise to use authorized projectors, 
and to rent fihns manufactured by members of the trust. Theaters 
were classified, and paid a weekly fee of from fifteen to one hun- 
dred and twenty-five dollars for a daily change of program. The 
showing of “outlaw” pictures — ^made by manufacturers not mem- 
bers of the trust — was forbidden, and was punished by confisca- 
tion of projectors and loss of franchise. Thus a botdeneck was 
created through which, it appeared, only trust pictures would be 
permitted to reach the public. By virtue of their monopoly, and 
rising public demand, the trust producers were under no compul- 
sion to improve the quality of their product; the public would 
take what it got — ^and like it. 

Rebellious opposition to monopoly control developed swiftly. 
Although ten thousand small exhibitors signed up with the trust, 
all were infuriated by the tax which it imposed on their business; 
an undercover traffic in illicit projectors and “outlaw” films, was 
soon flourishing. Both William Fox and Carl Laemmle, pro- 
prietors of many theaters and prosperous exchanges, determined 
to fight the trust. Both refused to sell their exchanges to the 
combine, or submit to the theater tax. Both, in order to supply 
their, houses with pictures, became independent or “outlaw” 
producers of films. Fox brought suit against the combine under 
the Sherman Anti-Trust Law, and this eventually brought about 
its dissolution. Within three years after the trust’s formation, ten 
well-organized manufacturers of pictures were providing it with 
formidable competition. While the trust attempted to standardize 
the pictures of its members, these truculent independents were 
seeking to gain a market through inventiveness, originality and 
improved quality. 

Meanwhile, the bitter conflict that raged over the movie world 
resembled, in its violence, the warfare waged by Rockefeller in the 
early days of Standard Oil; by Gould and Vanderbilt over the 
Erie Railroad; by Capone or Dutch Schultz against rival liquor 
barons in the future era of prohibition. Jeremiah J. Kennedy set 
up an elaborate espionage system, and employed a strong-arm 
gang to raid unlicensed theaters and exchanges which managed to 
secure films made by the trust; to smash illicit projection machines 
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and destroy outlaw films found in licensed theaters. Independent 
producers, in order to protect their cameras and personnel while 
pictures were being made — ^usually “on the run” — hired armed 
guards, and built up private militias. But Kennedy introduced 
his squads into their premises. Taking jobs as “extras,” they 
smashed cameras and provoked riots. There were midnight raids 
on hideout laboratories; mysterious chemical accidents occurred 
that destroyed costly negatives. For independent manufacturers, 
the vicinity of New York City — heretofore the center of produc- 
tion — ^became too dangerous. Several years before the trust was 
formed William Selig, making westerns in Chicago, and harried 
by Edison litigation, had taken his company to Los Angeles, near 
enough to the Mexican border to provide ease of escape from 
injunctions and subpoenas. Selig had been taken into the trust, 
but the independent manufacturers began thinking of the city in 
the Far West. There, behind a stout board fence enclosing a plat- 
form stage, with sentinels constantly on the watch, they might be 
able to proceed with their work immolested by violence. If 
dubious strangers approached, work could be quickly suspended; 
the precious cameras could be hustled into' a motor car for a dash 
across the border into Mexico, where oflScers of the United States 
courts were unwelcome and without authority. 

The discovery of Hollywood — ^perhaps as momentous as the 
discovery of America itself — was about to be made. 



CHAPTER II 


Where is It Now, 

the Glory and the Droom? 


1 Onderelki ki llio KUdMn 

Noteody, at first, detected the pooiibiUty «l ittiog lUio* |»i«iwfr* 
to teU a 9Uxey. Yet, once rccognbed. ihb fiiM*it»tUiir Iwtatnc itw 
source d their power, the amiruice of their firrtndftnwr. »mi the 
reascst fixr a developotoiit as inevitable as ii was sprtiai utar I hr 
^ple £tot that, as a form of drama, the new mrtlntni ttniM 
prc^tue diects impossible to achieve on the Mai^ tin* tm i bait 
mults tim were to touch the lives of all Amrtkan* li itritirit 
doudy inocaaed the conamenhU value of moiwin {mtufra aa a 
ctmtmodity. By so dali^(, it made them sub)ef t m the bitt ra ^4 
economic coiapetitioo. Ckimpetitiao rapidly brtnnihi abtiui inb 
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nical improvement, as well as notable advances in craftsmanship. 
Both of these immensely enlarged the audience. Because motion 
pictures gradually conquered an almost universal public, they 
became a social force of potentially incalculable capacity for good 
or evil. The scientific toy which Edison invented and casually 
tossed aside held consequences so profound and so far-reaching 
that, a half century later, they could not be accurately estimated. 
All these consequences flowed from the ability of motion pictures 
to tell a story — ^any kind of story — vividly, dramatically and com- 
pletely; more effectively than stories had ever been told before. 

The first man to recognize that a jfnry cnnid nu film, 

and to realize that motion pictures offered unlimited oppor- 
tunities, was a Frenchman. George Melies , a caricaturist, profes- 
sional magician and part-time actor, experimented on the streets 
of Paris with a movie-camera, accidentally discovered the trick of 
double exposure, and went on to devise other “magical” effects. 
He began working with professional actors, added costumes and 
scenery to his equipment, turned to literature for his subjects, 
and told his stories by photographing a series of pre-arranged 
scenes — carefully devised, adequately rehearsed, and set in a 
logical sequence. When Melies’ films — ^all of them fantasies — 
reached the United States at the turn of the century, their success 
was sensational. American manufacturers promptly “duped” them; 
none attempted to imitate Melies’ films, apply his methods, or 
adopt his innovations. 

But Melies’ films deeply impressed JdmP-S^JBgrtgr, a photog- 
rapher for the Edison Company. Porter had joined the Edison 
staff in 1896. A skilled mechanic, he was drawn to the laboratories 
by a love of machinery which also attracted him to the new 
horseless carriage, not yet a business proposition. For the new 
living pictures. Porter felt no particular enthusiasm; he was as 
dubious of their future as their inventor. With the rush of business 
precipitated by the success of the vitascope, he was set to work as 
a cameraman. For six years, like everyone else in the industry, he 
ground out pictures of news events, vaudeville turns and comic 
episodes. In the light of this routine experience, the films of 
George Melies had the impact of a revelation. Porter immediately 
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dcterfflined to try hii hand at irllin* a ttmv ... I »«• r^. 

neriment would be cheaper H he cimUl ...... |-*.c .hr (r.ni. 

pictures already laken-bui to do ih» hr ...h,!.! Ii4.r .... tJw 

old films and rearrange them in a diflcrr... ..t.lrt, *.ul ... nwkr 
his story clear, he would probably Iwvr i« ..i-r.i nrw 

Thus, a purely economic otigeiicy led Porte. i« d««»%rf ihr (wm. 

dfde of editing that was to become b*»k i»» itw . raft .4 itiakiiif 


movi«. , . . . , 

In the nock room. Porter (imml a large nitittlirt td 

ihns showing fire departments in aciiim .4 ilwr.r 

larity, he decided to laie his story on a hrr ll« l.l.n. / A# / i/r «/ 
m Ameriam Firmm, diowcd the rrtcor »4 a 4 .mI .Itibl 

from a burning building by a ftre *»h.».r ,h.rl. *ilir« 

awakened by the alarm, had been drra.....»s .4 |.ir. ..r b .int . ..*« 
Released in 1903. before the lirti miKrlinlr.«. ni iii.t 

film reached only a limi.ed audiciHr tu.i u n.ur.t ihrtt. it.otr 
than any picture U»cy had precitnub wm, j.hI ... .u* . « »» 

Porter’s desire to undenakr a still nitur 4»ith.ii.H»i . 1 ....hi 
he not turn out a more powerful, ihr»ll.»»i(. .1. 

instead of merely using old sio.k hlim. hr j.i4i».»r.l .. m 4.I* .iwr. 
and took absolutely new pkiurrs for »i) ih.« mum.i.i.... 

and lifting his subject Irtwi. a tumniU i.tr !.•*{. uu. ihai 

wasplayingon the road. Pwicr nw«lr th* t.ne^t i .a... 
a story film which emnhined the elrmri.ei .4 ...mr 
punuit and breathtaking cliituc. Ollrtr.l ... rth.hi.o.. o. 
this film reached the market in iii.tr .•> iw. tanr » <4 .hr 

first program diown by the original Nuirtmtr.m «.l»rt. «. .>jNrnrd 
in 1905, and for years it was to trttM.n ihr in.Mt i.r.i.iriitty .r 
peamd attractimi in nickeludrtjn* ihtiMighmi. iIm- U..*} IW. *.»«• 
of its imaMnse popubriiy with ihr puiti4.« «4 iiwkrhair.w.1 
becaure of the simulianeoui naittai wMir ..t .itrir . hrap 

theaters, many historians later atu.ht.irt| i.. p.Mirt « h... 
film the permanence of mcnirt at n.aM rtiirtii.iiifM-iii 
Its immediate effect was to itan.tftftm ilw tmtttMt 
overnight, fawn a purely reitortatcal u. 4 tl.4tfM.i« 
medium, capable of arousing inimir rnunttmu 4».fr mftMrmr 

the minds and social attitudes of Its siwri4i««rt dm.*- .k«itr« 
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opinicint. piTjudket and ideala. Though Porter hlnwclf waa not 
aware of it. he had invented an inatrument more widely com* 
ntunkative than the printed page, more inaidioualy perauaalve 
than the spoken ward. Ediaon’a competitora. nming that Tht 
Creal Train Hobbgry had achieved a lucceaa even more aenaational 
than any trf Metka* famtaaiM, at once turned to the production dl 
atory Alma. Uke Porter'a, moat trf these ivere |:hotograf:died on a 
ringle reel td Aim, one thousand feet long, and they ran U» only 
fourteen minutca. But. brief and crude aa they were, they pre< 
cipitated iroponant changes. Their inatantaneous success made 
rapid and increasing output owential. Actors, scenery nod cos* 
tumet were ret^uired; manufacturera then^ore had to set up 
'’factories" or siudioa. An incessant Aow ai stories was requisite: 
the Aim writer who invented or adapted plots came into being, 
S^ierd of prtxluctifin brought about the division and specialisation 
of tasks; phtMogra piling, directing, acting, writing. lighting, de* 
vrioping anti cutting pictures presently became separate crafts, 
rtie fundamental principle of mass production was being applied, 
not driilirrairly. but as an unpremeditated method of meeting 
an unforeseen demand. At the outset actors, steadily employed and 
(taid a weekly salary like mhrr factory hands, were expected to 
do txld )oIm when ncH performing for the camera. At Vitagraph, 
the trading actress, Florence Turner, uncomplainingly sewed 
rosttimrs during c^-hmirs. Hut handsome Maurice Costello, one 
of the earliest screen Ulots thmigh still anonymous, touched (dt 
a retirllion by protesting: "1 am an actor and I will act. but 1 will 
not build sets and paint scenery." Soon enough, the prewure to 
s(«eed up output kepi actors liefore the camera, day in. day mtl. 

In its ragrmess to turn mit story Aims, tire booming industry 
looked to Forter for iradersitip. It not only adopted hit technical 
innovaiions. but imiiaietl the actual ronimt of his pictures. Porter 
was a man of the people; he had suffered hardship and privation; 
he had personal experience of |}ovrrty and its prohlrmi; his early 
years hail nmiristted a strong resentment of social initistice: his 
training as a cameraman had taken him into the crowded city 
streets. Alt these influences conspired to make him, untike Melies, 
a realist. Anding his subiects in the world of everyday urlain life 
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familiar to his audiences. Ignorant of the new movement toward 
real is m in fiction and the drama, lacking any literary interest or 
erudition. Porter nevertheless turned out films that were, in effect, 
a kind of pictorial literature. In their themes, his little dramas 
resembled the novels of the common life that were being written 
by Stephen Crane, Jack London and Frank Norris. In their out- 
spoken criticism of defects in the American social order, they 
had much in common with the “exposures” of such conscientious 
journalists as Ida Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker and Lincoln 
Steffens. 

Porter’s early pictures opened the way for others which at- 
tempted to deal, more or less fearlessly, with a variety of social, 
economic and political issues. In The Girl Strike Leader, a manu- 
facturer’s son, working incognito in his father’s factory, fell in 
love with a machine-operator, supported her leadership in a strike, 
and eventually secured improved working conditions. The Long 
Strike told a love story set against the backgroimd of industrial 
warfare in Chicago. In How the Came Was Won, the son of a 
wealthy manufacturer, assigned by his father to investigate labor 
conditions in the factory, became sympathetic to the workers’ 
cause and successfully led them in a strike against his parent, who 
eventually complied with the union’s demands. In Capital vs. 
Labor, a mob of strikers was calmed, during a riot, by a young 
clergyman who obtained concessions from their employer. In The 
Agitator, a ranch foreman incited his subordinates to demand an 
equitable division of their employer’s profits. The Convicfs Pa- 
role, sponsored by the governor of Oregon, studied the efforts of 
labor contractors to discredit the parole system; The Fight for the 
Right, sponsored by the National Parole Committee, studied the 
iniquities of Southern mill owners who employed convict labor 
to cut production costs. One of the most interesting of these films 
was The Governor’s Double, which showed the governor of New 
York allowing himself to be arrested for burglary in order to in- 
vestigate prison conditions from within. And there were films 
bearing such provocative titles as From the Submerged, Charity, 
Lily of the Tenements, The Grafters, The Money King, The 
Reform Candidate, What Shall We Do With Our Old? In general, 
the men who made these films were dramatizing the issues that 
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perplexed conscientious and thoughtful Americans who were 
troubled by the contemporary drift of afbirs, who saw the conflict 
between property rights and human welfare being won by the 
forces of economic privilege, and who — ^like the title of one of the 
pictures — were asking Why? 

Although the nickelodeons were disdained by the well-to-do 
and well-bred, few of whom ever saw the pictures that dealt with 
current social issues, they soon aroused anxiety among the more 
prosperous classes. Was skepticism about the established order to 
be tolerated — especially when it was being communicated, through 
a medium so unprecedentedly inflammatory, to uneducated work- 
ingmen and their families who already were too resentful for the 
comfort of their social superiors? “A set of revolutionists training 
for the overthrow of the government,” The Christian Leader 
declared, “could find no surer means than these exhibitions.” The 
Chicago Tribune denounced them for having an “influence wholly 
vicious,” and asserted that it would be only “proper to suppress 
them at once” on the ground that they were “ministering to the 
lowest passions of children.” Miss Jane Addams, from Hull House, 
her post of observation among the slum-dwellers of Chicago, im- 
mediately protested. The new theaters of the masses, she proposed, 
shoxrld be regulated, not closed. Rightly conducted, she asserted, 
motion pictures were “a benefit not a menace, especially to the 
poorer classes.” But demands for suppression and censorship 
gained the support of three groups whose interests had suffered 
from competition offered by the nickelodeons. These were the 
clergymen with parishes in the poorer quarters of cities, whose 
congregations were being depleted; the saloon-owners whose 
patronage, seduced by the rival attractions of the nickelodeons, 
was falling off; the owners of small retail businesses, who could not 
afford to equal the high rents which promoters of nickelodeons 
were offering for vacant stores. In their assault on the motion 
pictures, these oddly assorted allies were joined by still another 
vested interest. Owners of “legitimate” theaters and vaudeville 
houses, noting an ominous decline in the sale of their cheapest 
seats, resolved to meet competition by enlisting powerful political 
forces in the drive to impose censorship. 

An opportune provocation to witch-hunting suddenly offered 
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itseE One mmmer night, oothe rool jpnlnt *4 ii|it«rt 

Gaiden in New York City, a roillioiwirc ruttictl lt«rrf 

Kendall Thaw Aot and killed the cmmcni ^nlnirti. Hi^ttltitd 
White. The munler was a ‘•criine ot fwiMtin . ii» lirrtitnr. an 
artirt’s model, Evelyn Neshii, had hem Whiie'i ttHMrna hefort 
b<mcMZUB« Thaw's wife. The suhsequeni itial dl I Haw. Ht lo 
episodes hl|^y distasieftil to the imieel. furittolicd a held 
di^ for dhe ydlow peas. As a result. Antrrkam *4 iHe HumMct 
me aionled a chance ui a^praiar the fwivaie motalliy of 
ttroiepiaeBtatIra of peieflege— o( the ckaa iliai Had always lietti 
zealooly coooeroed to pvoicct the moralt i»l ilw jumw l lir I Haw 
ease hufM the makii^ of a motion pwiurr. I #♦# lirrai Tluim 
Tml, md exhibitioo of this film in New Y«wk t nit |>trt i|itiaiyd 
the storm. Mayor George McClellan, wm *»l 1 t irlrlitated 
general and rival, aaed promptly, lie iMurd an alt 

nickelodeons hi the city. 

An injunction agatnn enforcemetii *4 itu« .Mttk t «« a* MmgHi 
and issued But officials in other cities. atmaiK iHctn t lu. a«t. and 
Providence, Rhode Island, were t}uttk !•> fulitm iIm- tr ad >4 dw 
mayor of New York. A naiion wide cain|»aign *4 

the nickelodeons seoned pohibic. As die aKKainai U^.«n. 1 Katies 
Sprague &nlth. head of the People s InMiiMir *4 f .•,|Mrt t nnm. 
in New York City, lagcly dkrclared dial, ' I l»rfr atr n,.,tr dtinipi 
rotten In New York than motion pkiures fVi«lu.rts .4 pMiutes 
mobilhed to meet the attack. Over die UKnainir .4 t .atl t armmte. 
Robert Cochrane wrote adveniarmcnis tailing Hw a* mat ttaAini 
to mutual {protection and defense, I he nnanat pwiute iru»t Hr- 
cme a{fti^«asive. and entered into ccacMitiamats siidt t.ltarks 
Spsi^pie Shuth, The upshot of these wm dir estaitUdintetii td a 

NatkialBoaidofCensOTship(lateriolicciinir d»e Samaial iWaatd 

^ Radew) fiimncal by the mtsi. and adminisirted in iImt prt>ptc s 
hawtatc, wished 10 sectire a measutr i 4 ftrr.i.wi f,a die 

SMdtem. As an advisory body. e^iti|i|a'd wnK andi.any In 
^ organisation undefimA i« |»»« ,ai iKr 

mspecti^ of foittw films, and ertiily that d,e.» ^,1.^^. . 

8«a«i thus provided, several uaica csiaHlistwd uSHimi of 
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cCTiionliip. Thae boardt nvtre to view aiid Judge all motioa 
pictuvet before Ikemlng them for exhibition. None of the statci 
required •imibr pre<enaorihip €>f ttage playt or vaudeville diowt. 
which drew tlietr audiencet principally from the middle daaaet. 
It therefore Meroed poiaible that their anxiety about the content 
and dfect ei motion pktum bore tome relation to the economic 
and aocial nattu of ihoae who patronited them. By ntpporting 
the cTuaade for cenaonhip, leformen, aocial worken, cletfymen, 
philanthrrq^ and pcditkiana had accomfdlahed one imdt. 
whether intentional or not. They had made certain that “the 
Hruggling art of the common people”— if art it waa— would 
thereafter be tuperviacd by ccanpettmt and orthodox diampiona 
df the eaiabliihed order. 

The iMue of cenaorahip itemmed directly from the capacity ai 
the motion picture to tell a Mory more elo({uently than any other 
medium. Time and change were to complicate it with other 
facttirt. and it would Bare up again and again in the future, re- 
maining, at the middle cd the twentieth century, me of the aocial 
probIritM for whit h Americans had found no satisfactory solution. 
Hut the first rtnind in the battle over censtwahip had an unforeseen 
rlfctt: it drew ilie atteniion id American intellrctuals to the 
miMitin pinurrs. In the autumn of iijit. from his comfortable 
•rat in the '‘f'ditor's Easy C^iair” of Harper's Magazine, William 
t)ran tlowells discussed the new phenomenon. Earlier that year, 
Itowetls' arvmty ftfth birthday had been celebrated by a public 
lianquet at which President William Howard Taft was amcmg the 
many eminent speakers paying tribute to the dean of American 
writers, internationally famous, though more honored than read 
by his countrymen, Howells met with respectful siientJcm when 
m public issues. 

The moving-piriure show. Hosrells asserted, had become the 
most universally accepted of modem smusemenis. and this fact led 
him to offer a radical suggesticai. Why not incmporate this new 
powerful social force into the American public-school system, 
using it to dramatiie education^ CkmsideHng this possibility, 
there were in his mind certain grave problems iliai confronued 
Americans, certain recent evcnts—like the bitter, sanguinary 
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Strike of the textile workers in Lawrence, Massachusetts, during 
the previous spring, finally won by the I.W.W. — ^that emphasized 
their gravity. “No economic or social fact,” Howells wrote, "need 
ti^scend the scope of the public-school picture show. The opera- 
tions of some giant industry such as coal-mining or iron-smelting, 
OT some vast cotton mill, with children younger than themselves 
tending the machinery, and the directors in their oriental-ru^ed 
and mahc^any arm-chaired parlors, could be illustrated for the 
mitmainment and instruction of the school boys and girls. Strikers 
and strike-breakers in a street fight, or the spectacle of policemen 
clubbing mothers from a train in which they are trying to send 
their little ones out of town beyond the struggling and starving, 
would impart an idea of our civilization which no amoimt of 
study could without it.” Howells was indulging in irony. But he 
was likewise inviting the motion picture to be serious — more 
serious than the commercial theater. He was asking it to use its 
immense resources, as a responsible artist might be summoned to 
use his talents, for the advance of social justice, progress toward 
a more equitable society, and the enhancement of life. The attack 
on the nickelodeons had already made the manufacturers of pic- 
tures wary and timid. The course set by Porter had been largely 
abandoned. It was no longer feasible to present on the screen, 
realistically and in a contemporary setting, the controversial social 
and economic issues which Americans could scarcely ignore in 
their daily life. If undertaken at all, the task proposed by Howells 
required a new, and quite difiEerent, approach. 

2 The Old Master 

The m an who eventually undertook this task had been engaged in 
making movies for five years when Howells wrote his article. In 
the autumn of 1907, the celebrated matinee-idol, James K. 
Hackett, ventured into theatrical production, bringing to the 
Colximbia Theater in Washington a new play: A FqoI and a Girl. 
in it, the perennial beauty, Fanny Ward, was returning to the 
stage after an interval of absence. The author of this romantic 
drama of the California hop-fields was an actor; the kind of actor 
who found his engagements only with touring companies, never 
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on Broadway. For professional purposes he had adopted the name 
Lawrence Griffith. A Kentuckian, proud, sentimental, idealistic 
and very ambitious, he was determined not to become known by 
his real name, David Wark Griffith, until he had won ffime. But, 
notwithstanding the prestige of its producer and its star, audiences 
in the capital were cool to A Fool and a Girl, and after a fort- 
night’s run Hackett prudently closed it. It had earned neither 
money nor fame for its author. Disgruntled, very nearly broke, 
he went up to New York to look for work. 

Griffith was thirty-two years old, and had cherished the dream 
of becoming a successful, famous playwright from the age of 
eighteen. He was tall and lean, and he carried himself with a 
lordly air; not because he was an actor, but because he considered 
himself an aristocrat and believed himself to be a genius. People 
usually remembered this effect of assurance, somehow emphasized 
by his large head, big aquiline nose, wide mouth and long chin. 
Some of them thought him a man consumed by restless energy, 
full of ideas, always occupied in trying to work them out. Others 
thought him rather aloof from the bustling, everyday world, as if 
his real life was carried on in some interior sphere of calm. Both 
of these contradictory impressions were true. 

His father had been a colonel in the Confederate Army; the 
family, originally people of means, were ruined by the war. A 
sensitive, bookish child, Griffith’s mind was nourished on tales of 
the Old South; a land of columned mansions, delicate brave 
women, gallant gentlemen; a land of chivalrous actions and noble 
manners; a land of romance. As a boy, he read widely in Victorian 
poetry and fiction. At the age of sixteen, he went to Louisville to 
find work; he ran an elevator, did some reporting for a newspaper, 
clerked in a drygoods store, took a job in a bookshop. He saw his 
first Broadway play, brought to Louisville by a touring company. 
Appropriately, it was a dramatization of George Eliot’s novel, 
Romola; the heroine’s role was played by Julia Marlowe, a 
talented and beautiful yoimg actress, soon to become one of the 
great stars of the American stage. 

This experience fired Griffith’s lifelong ambition to write for 
the theater. He immediately set to work on a play; he was to 
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continue working on it, at intervals, for nearly a half century. But 
when a friend assured him that all great playwlrights had learned 
their craft as actors, he left his job in the bookstore to join a' 
traveling stock company. For the next ten years, he barnstormed 
with various touring companies, writing constantly during his free 
time, infrequently selling a poem or short story to some magazine. 
On one of these tours, he was stranded in California. He found 
work as a hop-pidter and, characteristically, began at once to write 
a play based on this experience. When the play was accepted by 
Hackett, Griffith knew that he had reached a decisive turning 
point in his career. 

His intuition proved to be correct. But his subsequent course 
was one that he had not foreseen, nor would he have chosen to 
follow it if he had. In New York, after the failure of his play, 
Griffith saw one of the early story films. Being in urgent need of 
money, he decided to try and sell a story idea to the Edison 
Company. All the film-makers were pirating plots, so Griffith 
wrote a brief synopsis of Sardou’s famous melodrama. La T osca. 
Operagoers, that winter, were thronging the Metropolitan to hear 
Puccini’s setting of it interpreted by Emma Eames, Enrico Caruso 
and Antonio Scotti. At the Edison Company, Griffith saw Edwin 
S. Porter, who refused his script but offered him a job acting for 
the camera. To be seen in pictures, ais Griffith realized, was to 
acknowledge that he wasn’t good enough for the stage; actors who 
worked in the movies when “at leisure’’ tried to conceal their 
disgraceful employment. But, since he was stone broke, Griffith 
had no choice. He went to work for Porter. After some months, 
he learned that the Biograph Company was paying its actors five 
dollars a day, and often paid as much as fifteen dollars for story 
suggestions. He applied for a job, and was hired. By this time he 
had married, and presently his wife, Linda Arvidson, was also 
taken on as an actress. In addition to turning out picture plots and 
acting, Griffith continued to write; his poems and short stories 
began appearing in several major magazines; he carefully kept 
secret the source of his livelihood. 

When, after a year. Biograph offered to promote him to direct- 
ing pictures, Griffith was extremely dubious. Though pleased by 
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The Glory and the Dream 

the compliment, he told his wife that he was worried 
prospect of having to tell people that he was working for the "• 

To his employers, he objected that if he failed as a director, ^ 
might not retain him as an actor, and he would be out of wor . 
“If you fall down as a director,” they assured him, “you can 
your acting job back.” Relieved by this promise, Griffith assente . 
Nevertheless, he tmdertook his new work reluctantly. He 
deeply ashamed of his employment. He had no respect f-Ca^ fh® 
canned drama. It excluded poetry and beauty; it rejected the 
creative imagination. It wasn’t an art, or capable of becoming one. 
Other than money, the only redeeming feature of his job was the 
slender appeal of its mechanical problems. For Griffith had an 
experimental turn of mind; he was continually surprising his wife 
with ideas for improbable inventions which — if only they could he 
worked out — ^were bound to make him rich overnight. He beg^n 
directing pictures in the hope of earning enough money to <jnit 
the job quickly; his sole concern was to resume his vocation of 
writing as soon as possible. Like countless others who were to 
follow him into the movies with an identical purpose and an equal 
condescension, he failed to realize his hope. Griffith continued 
making pictures for nearly a quarter of a century. He won world- 
wide fame as the “father of the film art” and “king of directors/* 
He made, and lost, a great fortune. Though his prestige never 
diminished, he was condemned to long inactivity and obscurity. 
At the end of his life, his feeling about the movies had not 
changed. He still professed to take a dim view of their merits. 

Yet Griffith actually revolutionized the movies. In the pictures 
which Americans saw at the middle of the century, there was 
scarcely a single element that he had not either invented, or im- 
mensely developed. His innovations in camera technique alone 
were formidable. They included the close-up, long shot, vista and 
vignette; the iris-effect, fade-in and fade-out, high- and low-angle 
shots. Griffith was the first maker of pictures to overcome the 
frozen immobility of the camera, and move it at will. He originated 
night photography, and modem methods of lighting. He also 
added many resources to the technique of story-telling, by making 
radical experiments in the cutting and editing of his pictures. 
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Thus, for example, he discovered how to show two or more 
courses of action occurring in different places, whether simul- 
taneously or not, and keep all threads of a story constantly before 
his audience. The collective effect of Griffith’s many innovations 
was to extend both the range, and dramatic intensity, of motion 
pictures. This had an important social result. Within a few years, 
it multiplied the audience many times. In so doing, it completely 
changed the character of the public that attended the movies. 
Griffith not only created the modem movie, but helped to make 
it a universal entertainment. 

He did not foresee this achievement, or deliberately plan it. 
It was one of the unpredictable consequences of a conflict that 
always raged within him. He believed that he was a genius, or 
wanted to believe it. He was proud of the social superiority that 
his forebears had taken for granted. Yet he saw himself trapped 
by poverty in an occupation imworthy of an artist, and inadmis- 
sible by a gentleman. He was working only for money enough to 
buy his freedom from detested dradgery. But the more money he 
made, the more he seemed to need; he squandered it recklessly, 
perhaps because he could never take it seriously as an end in itself. 
Since money was the public measure of success, his vanity was 
nourished by setting a low value on it. Meanwhile, self-reproach 
kept pace with his mounting success. He scorned himself for not 
quitting the movies, for being unable to quit them. For what had 
he surrendered his integrity? Why had he compromised his ideals, 
abandoned the only aim he genuinely cherished? He had no 
plausible answers; the questions continued to torment him, some- 
times embittering his triumphs. He never completely overcame 
his contempt for his profession, or the feeling that, for him, success 
in it was a kind of failure. But the restlessness induced by his 
conflicting emotions found an outlet in continuous experiment. 
To shatter the stereotyped formulas that every other maker of 
pictures accepted as binding; to imdertake fearlessly what nobody 
had ever attempted before: this gave Griffith a perverse satisfac- 
tion. It enabled him to give rein to his exorbitant ambition. 
However obliquely, it expressed his contempt by demonstrating 
his refusal to be bound by established practice. In a sense, it 
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appeased his uneasy conscience. Each of his experiments was more 
revolutionary and hazcirdous than its predecessors, and in time 
they became more and more costly. So they met with increasing 
opposition, not only frcan the technicians who had to execute 
them, but from the businessmen who were footing the bills. But 
opposition merely strengthened Griffith’s determination to carry 
them through. He had no respect for the medium in which he was 
working, but his temperament compelled him to treat it as if it 
were an art. The result was that he made it one. Yet even world 
acclaim could not persuade him to believe, wholeheartedly, that 
this was true. 

From the very outset, Griffith’s methods proved disconcerting 
to his associates. His first assignment was a sentimental story of 
kidnapping. The Adventures of Dolly, it was shown at Keith and 
Proctor’s Union Square Theater in New York City on July 14th, 
1908, and was liked by audiences throughout the country. Need- 
ing a leading man, and not satisfied by any of the actors employed 
by Biograph, Griffith saw his desired hero in a passer-by on the 
street, promptly accosted the stranger and hired him. The un- 
known, Arthur Johnson, soon became one of the earliest of 
America’s anonymous screen idols. The completed film ran to 
approximately the length of Porter’s The Great Train Robbery; 
about two-thirds of a reel. When Griffith had it projected, his 
cameraman objected that it was too long. Thirty years later the 
cameraman, G. W. (“Billy”) Bitzer, then long famous in the 
industry because of his subsequent association with Griffith, 
ruefully recalled this early criticism. “In the light of a completed 
scenario today,” he remarked, “I can readily say that Griffith was 
years ahead of us.” The incident was typical of the opposition 
provoked by every innovation that he ventured. 

Almost immediately, Griffith came into conflict with his supe- 
riors on the issue of the kind of story being offered to the public. 
Simple, obvious melodramas involving a “chase” were the prin- 
cipal staple; Griffith considered them absurd, felt certain that the 
nickelodeon public would accept something better, but was con- 
demned to grind out several hundred of these naive yams. In the 
process, however, he developed methods of increasing their sus- 
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peme and intensity, and because his pictures were suprrifw lo 
those produced by other companies, they «med stihstaniial prt^tts 
and won him a measure of freedom. His formula was to put hts 
heroine in a situation of extreme peril, and then efeit what iij*m 
came to be known by the trade as a •‘Crilliih lasi-minute rescue.’* 
Even in his greatest future pklures. Griffith nem completely 
relinquMhed this elementary, but powerful, dramaik device. Bui 
while tummg out these standard fwoducts, he also insiaicd upon 
trying to use stories that he did not have to despise. As an aspiring 
playwright, his curiosity about human aHairi and social problems 
was naturally keen; he was an tmmiverous reader, and the themes 
which exdted him in botAs seemed capable of preieniaiion on the 
screen. He made a picture based on a story by Jack l^mdcm. and. 
in A Comer in Wheat, adapted Frank Nwris’s novel, the /*»#. 
turning that realistic study of specubiion on ihc CJuragu lk«irtl 
of Trade into a grim protest against social injusikr. 

Then, in a series of daring ventures, he brought m ihr tuontile 
patrons of the nickelodeons such masterpieces as Ilhakrs|ir4re'i 
Taming of the Shrew and Tolstoy’s Hesuneetim; tuines by Pt»r. 
Maupassant, Foiimore Cooper and Sievenson: pewnu c4 I’mntwm 
and Browning. When, alter a prolonged struggle wiih hit cm 
ployen, he secured their consent to film Piftfm the .\*evr 

York Times reported with anuueroimt (hat ii "is being gi*e« m 
the nickelodeons and Browning is being presented lo ihc avetage 
motion picture audiences, who have received it with applause 
and are asking for more." Soon exasperated by having lo ronfme 
these serious efforts to one reel, playitn; for scarcely fourteen 
minutes, Griffith proposed doubling the length of his pki tires. 
His worried employers forbade it; tlw pubik would never accept 
pictures running for half an hour; they were obvkiusty incapable 
of such prolonged concentration. In defiance of orders, lirtibih 
procreded to make Enoch Arden in two reels. To punish him, the 
Biograph Company refused to release the picture as a unit ami 
issued the two halves separately. After seeing the first reel, audi 
ences everywhere protMted; exhibitors were forced to secure Iwtb 
reels and show them in sequence. Against its will, the cotntiaiiy 

to jusS^ ^*****‘^ <*«n»nd. and the "long” pwturr was 
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Delighted by this victory over conservatism, Griffith immedi- 
ately embarked upon a far more dangerous project. This was a 
two-reel “psychological study” of the Darwinian theory of evolu- 
tion. The cautious businessmen who controlled Biograph were 
horrified. Was this appropriate entertainment for the illiterate 
masses? But they could not afford to dispense with the maverick 
director who, by breaking all established precedents, seemed to 
be doubling and trebling their profits. They were not pleased 
when Griffith’s sober, philosophical picture — dramatizing the 
eternal conflict between intelligence and brute force — ^proved to 
be a sensational success. Man’s Ascent aroused enthusiasm every- 
where. “The audience, mechanical Americans fond of crawling on 
their stomachs to tinker with their automobiles, are eager over the 
evolution of the first weapon from a stick to a hammer,” the poet 
Vachel Lindsay reported some years later. “They are as full of 
curiosity as they could well be over the history of Langley or the 
Wright Brothers.” But among the magnates of Biograph — the 
most respectable and wealthy group in the industry— curiosity 
took an anxious tone. Where was all this nonsense going to lead? 
Pictures were made and sold by the foot. The business was a mass 
production industry, and the product could be made most cheaply 
if it was standardized. The trust could make the public accept 
whatever it chose to give them. Griffith’s insistence upon “better 
films” didn’t fit into this scheme of operation. It promised to 
raise expenses, and who would pay the price? Motion pictures 
were — ^and were bound to remain — z. show for the poor and 
ignorant. This fact Griffith seemed obstinately determined’ to 
ignore. 

He ignored all sound, businesslike procedures. Rapidity of 
output was essential, and other directors, taking the brief scripts 
prepared for them by writers, went before the camera "without 
wasting time on any preparation. Not so Griffith. He wouldn’t 
use a script, in any case. He never had anything ■written do’wn, 
never had a word on paper for any of his pictures; he developed 
his stories as he went along. Sometimes, after rehearsing a story all 
day, he would chuck it as no good, and begin another. For, 
uniquely, he msisted on rehearsing in sequence the scenes of 
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every picture until each scene dovetailed smoothly into the next, 
and the acting satisfied him perfectly. He worked out his story 
by using his actors as if they were chessmen; that was how his 
wife described it. He always knew precisely what he wanted, 
and the camera never began to grind until every little detail had 
been perfected to a degree that satisfied him. But in spite of these 
idiosyncrasies, his output was enormous; exhibitors clamored 
for Biograph pictures; and mail began coming into the company 
from the movie public, praising those which Griffith had directed 
— z new and surprising phenomenon. At the Biograph factory, 
housed in an old brownstone mansion on Fourteenth Street, east 
of Fifth Avenue, the executives didn’t know whether to rejoice 
in having Griffith imder contract, or look forward apprehensively 
to what might come of it. If only he could be relied on to leave 
well enough alone! 

This was precisely what Griffith couldn’t do. Things as they 
were never suited him. Thus, for example, he was always looking 
about for new actors and actresses. The kind of acting practised 
on the Broadway stage he considered all wrong for the films. On 
the screen, the human figure was magnified many times; exag- 
gerated postures and gestures, which the vast distances of a theater 
made necessary, became ludicrous when enlarged by the projector. 
Griffith wanted naturalness in acting. For the hard, implacable 
eye of the camera, he wanted youth and freshness. He began to 
search for these qualities among the ill-paid yoimgsters who 
toured, as he had, with traveling stock companies. He thought 
they might also prove versatile. For they knew the harsh necessity 
of playiug all kinds of parts persuasively and with conviction; 
they had to please their unsophisticated audiences, or starve. 

One spring morning in 1909, Mrs. Griffith came into the front 
hall of the factory and noticed a little girl sitting, patiently wait- 
ing to see Griffith. She looked to be no more than fourteen. “She 
wore a plain navy-blue serge suit, a blue-and-white striped lawn 
shirtwaist, a rolled brim Tuscan straw sailor hat with a dark-blue 
ribbon bow. About her face, so fresh, so pretty and so gentle, 
bobbed a dozen or more golden curls— -such perfect little curls 
as I had never seen.” So, long afterwards, Mrs, Griffith described 
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the young vWior. Eventually. Griffith appeared, chatted with her. 
tested her before the camera, and told her to report for work on 
the following day. He offered to pay her five dollars daily while 
making her hrtt picture. If the picture turned out well, he’d talk 
with her about a permanent job. Notwithstanding her youth, she 
was businesslike, as if applying for acting jobs had tiecorae an old 
story. The arrangement suiti^ her. She i^preed to return the 
next day. 

Her name was Gladys Smith, but on the stage she was known as 
Mary Pkkford. She could scarcely remember a time wlten she 
hadn’t been on the stage. Years earlier, her mother, left a widow 
with three smalt children and no money, had fmtnd work as an 
actress. Ilie children traveled everywhere with her. living back- 
stage immig actors. uncimscicHisly learning their craft. To add to 
the family im«»ine. Mary Pirkfonl was playing children’s roles 
at the age of live, A veteran trouper at thirteen, site applied to 
David llrlasio for a rote in one of his productions, and received it. 
She had been acting in llelasco companies for three years when she 
tame to ter Griffith; most recently slie bad been with Gbarlottc 
Walker in / he lEarrewj of EirgiiiM. which had en joyed a success- 
ful run at the Republic 'I'lieater in New York. Tliti made her appli- 
cation fur work in the pictures somewhat unusual. For if a picture- 
factewy tarred you hfty dollars a week, and Bclaaco offered you 
half as much, there was no question about which offer you would 
Mcept: even if he offered you only ten dollars, you'd be glad to 
take the job with Iklaaco, 

t«riffitli gave young Mhu Pkkford a part in Tht yioUn M«ktr 
of Cremona, and after hnishing the pkture enipiged her per- 
manently. at a weekly salary of twenty-five dollars, to play three 
days every week. Acting children’s rotra, or young girta. she pro- 
duced an effect of great sweetnesa and charm: site was ’’cute," as 
they said. In many of her pkturra. Griffith i^vr her the cfuuracter 
name dt "yttlr Mary." Chie of the early ones was remembered 
Irmg afterwanU. tm ause of the people associated with it. *niis was 
The New York Hat. in which a yming actm named l.ianel lUirry- 
more also afqirared. The story IukI been submitted by • Ijm 
Angeles schoolgirl, and Biograiffi luki paid fifteen dcdlara for it. 
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Thus encouraged, Anita Loos continued writing for the films; 
many years later, her satirical novel. Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, 
delighted readers the world over. Another early Pickford picture. 
The Little Teacher, brought twenty or more letters daily to the 
Biograph Company. The writers, enchanted by the child actress, 
asked for the name of “Litde Mary” or “the girl with the long 
curls.” These letters went into the waste-basket unanswered; 
Biograph refused to reveal the names of its actors and actresses. 
The term “fan mail” hadn’t yet been invented, but the business 
executives at Biograph took a dim view of this novel correspond- 
ence; public recognition might inspire the young actress to 
more money, and would certainly inflate her self-esteem. 

Having seen some of the pictures made in California by the 
fugitive independents, Griffith was seized by a desire to exploit its 
picturesque backgrounds. In the winter of 1910, he took a com- 
pany of Biograph players — ^including Mary Pickford — ^to Los 
Angeles, and set up a temporary studio on the outskirts of the 
city. To feature Mary Pickford, he devised a story. The Thread 
of Destiny, which used the San Gabriel Mission as a romantic 
setting. He also featured her in Ramona, which Biograph adver- 
tised as the most costly picture ever made — z. claim partly war- 
ranted by the fact that Griffith had paid the unprecedented fee 
of one hundred dollars to film Helen Hunt Jackson’s novel. These 
pictures established the young actress — ^still anonymous to her 
public — ^as the most popular of all players with motion-picture 
audiences. The other pictures which Griffith made in California 
were principally based on historical subjects. He had become 
eager to interpret, for twentieth-century Americans, an American 
past of which many of them were either ignorant or forgetful. 
But the contemporary social scene also fascinated him. Oil had 
recendy been discovered; a migration to the new California fields 
had begun. In two films, Griffith attempted to record the surge of 
pioneers, from all parts of the country, to this latest frontier 
Eldorado. 

Five years after he began making pictures, Griffith’s prestige 
in the booming industry was unrivaled. By 1913, he was acknowl- 
edged to be the most original and successful maker of pictures in 
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the country, the director whose work attracted the largest box- 
office receipts. Then, with disconcerting swiftness, he saw his pres- 
tige undermined. Ironically, his temporary eclipse was brought 
about by the triumph of causes which he had long advocated: 
the use of more significant and powerful stories; the making of 
longer and more spectacular films. European producers, less sub- 
ject than Griffith to the control of conservative businessmen, and 
appealing — so it was argued — to a more enlightened, discriminat- 
ing public, had accomplished what he had been forbidden to 
attempt. They had created spectacular “feature pictures,” and 
when some of these were imported and exhibited in the United 
States, their effect was sensational. In dimension, splendor and 
dramatic force, these foreign films exceeded anything previously 
shown. They made news in the American press, and people went 
to see them again and again. The most celebrated was a nine-reel 
photoplay of the novel Quo Vadisf It had been made in Italy, 
and it combined a sacred story with the sensual excitement of an 
arena scene featuring a nude girl on the back of a bull. This 
attractive tribute to early Christian martyrdom drew gasps from 
the orthodox; it seemed a novel approach to religious edification; 
but a blending of piety with shock gave the film an irresistible 
appeal. It was first presented in the Astor Theater on Broadway, 
in New York, a “legitimate” playhouse, and subsequently sent on 
tour as a “special attraction” in other theaters dedicated to the 
spoken drama; and, at advanced prices, it siphoned patronage 
away from the movie houses. 

Learning about Quo Vadisf before it reached the public, and 
embittered by the restrictions which had prevented him from 
being first in this field, Griffith set to work at furious speed on a 
four-reel spectacle, Judith of Bethulia, apparently without the 
consent of his employers. Nothing so massive or pretentious had 
been undertaken in the United States, and Griffith hoped for an 
overwhelming triumph. But the trust, now dominated by Bio- 
graph, had refused to alter its booking system and distribute the 
new feature pictures. When Griffith completed his film, it was 
withheld for one year and then released, not as a “special attrac- 
tion,” but as a unit of the trust’s standard weekly output, which 
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exhibitors received as part of the serene for hIihIi iJir% }mi.I an 
inclusive fee. AlUiough popular with audirmr*. »u r%ti4»4>j4m 
cost made it, under these conditions, a fitwiicwl failure t *>«% nu rt| 
by this that Griffith’s projects were not cummcfialU |>t4tu.4f»lr. 
the trust ignored popular demand for longcf and twiier pn tme* 
—.and, as a result, was soon eliminai«l fnwi buMiir*» Ilut, r%rit 
before the release of Jfudilk. (Jriffiih had cjuaitrlcd wnfi hi* rm 
ployers, left Biograph, and gone to work. irmpi»i4iily, wiih « 
newly formed company. His objet t was to earn iiHu»r» riunigh u» 
make pictures as he chose, unhampered b)( the rrsiru iiotu mf 
cautious financiers. 

In August, 1914, as war broke out in hurofir. t.nihih liri{4n 
work, for the first time, in absolute inde^K-ndau r ( hr pit iuir 
he undertook to make was eventually tilled I hr Htrih ,.f 4 Vmii. h 
I t was destined to have ct»tset{uemes more *4rieil. i4r ir .. hiuj. 
and significant than any that Griffith ruuld |wM.*it>li lute lotrtrrn 
It caused riots in the United States, inflaiiird *ci iiiuul |»rrju.|i. « », 
exasperated the always precarious rrlaiium nf Srunm-* 4iul uiui, * 
It inspired a revival of the infamous Ku KUis Kl4u. if hik'li Irti 
years later, with a reputed niemiierikttip of Inc iiuU *»ifi Aiiiriis 4111 
in all sections of the country, became a iHiwerful f»»rir m ihr 
nation’s politics and was to toniiiiur. until ifir iiuthflr .4 thr 


century, as an organization dedicated to lawlr** pMi*. r ami 
barbartsm—itself, apparently, beyond reach of ihc Uw H. crclmu 
the tremendous social im[Mct of which ilic niudud |,i>itiir i* 
capable, T he Birth of a Nut ion invited .^iiirricant i<» ••mtMtrr 
whether makers of pictures arc to be held 41 . iHiniafdr Un tf.n. 


use of a medium of communkatiem so readily c.imj,trhrfiMl.lr 
potentially suggestive and universally ac,r**il.lf M..rr 
throughout the world, s;iw this pkiiirr ilian had read an* .^ir 
book other tlian the Bible. At the middle of ihr .rnii,,* ,r 
raamed the most popular attd prohialdr film rvri ncadr f., 
earnings, by then, were estimated at apprtecnwirly f,(t* ouU,..o. 
of dollaw. And, thiriy.five years after Griftnh cimcpirird ,t u. 
scxial influence had not diminished. CkciJuSSl wfcmcnK* •*» ii*c 

arnmcao.^,, , .at 

troversy touched off by iy iniiial relensc. tn the imrrcsr of ,4) 
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Justice and civil r^his. the Film Libnury oi the Muaeuin id 
Mcidrm Art in New York City excluded it from the repertory td 
old 61 ms. havini cultural, historic and artistic interest, exhibited 
to the public in the Museum’s auditorium. Yet The Birth of • 
Neakm revdutionijed the making of 61 ms In the United States. 
More than any other i^icncy. it was respmtsibie ftxr that vwift, 
cnommus expansion of their audience which was one td the most 
remarkable {^(moiiMma of the twentieth century. To David Wark 
GriAth. it brought wmldwitto fame and mcklen fmrtune. 

Griffith foui^cd hki picture on a novel. The Cfemmem, by the 
Reverend 'rhomas Dixon, whkh had reached a wide audkiuEe of 
rmckrs and sufaaeqtmitly, in dramatic form, duplicated its suixeas 
in the theater. An anhmt Southerner, sUII resmiilul at the alte^ 
math of the l.ott Ckuse. Dixon had xrritten a melodrama ai the 
Reconstruction era. representing the members of the Ku Klux 
Rian as chivalrk heroes, and the Northern carpetbaggers, with 
their Negro associates, as degraded villains. To questimi the truth 
or Justice at these values did not occur to Griffith: they ftarmed 
part of his lieriunic: his picture must therefixre communicate and 
Justify them. Hut Dixem's novel—as litenture. it was mediocre 
and tawdry-~kindlcd his imaginatitm. What he distilled from it 
was a tale of epk propmtions. covering the years immediately 
preceding the War between the States, the vast pmiorama of the 
War iisrtf. and the troubled era that followed the defeat of the 
CkmkdrrMry. He intended to recreate the Old South, rividly 
show its despoiling, and the vengeance subsequently biflkted: 
the tragedy ^ its humiliatioo tiy conqueton ai^ fmtner slaves: 
the rebirth of its honor ki the herede ex|didls of the Invisible 
Empire. Such was his program, ami he pro p o se d to make his 
great historical theme expikit in the story of two families. 
Northern and Southern, linked by frktidship: untied Ity double 
romances: sundered by wsr: alknated by the ctxiRkting lociat 
liras of vkicNTs and vanquished: ultimately reconciled when the 
Northerners amrpi the necessiiy for white supremacy in the South, 
'fliai Ciriffiih. avowedly a champkm of the oppressed and under* 
privilefpdi paadonaicly defamid his Negro felloweiiixcns teas 
perhaps no more remarkable than that the veteran Senator 
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Thomas E. Watson of Georgia, spokesman for tenant-farmers and 
mill hands, took the same course. Both conceived themselves to be 
humanitarians, and both defended the established mores of the 
environment that had shaped them. 

Conceiving his picture on an epic scale — ^it was to fill twelve 
reels, more than any picture had ever used — GriflSth quietly pro- 
ceeded without any script, building it experimentally as he went 
along. Six weeks of continuous, careful rehearsal preceded the 
camera’s first shot. Griffith taught his cast how to act, move and 
walk for the camera; told them, with respect to every scene, pre- 
cisely how many feet of film they could use to secure the needed 
dramatic effect. In this period, too, he substituted an actress for 
the one originally chosen to play the heroine’s role; the change 
in large part accounted for the picture’s eventual success. Hun- 
dreds of “extras” were required, arrangements had to be made 
for their housing and food. Horses had to be procured, and vast 
quantities of cotton goods to cloak the Klansmen; both were 
difficult to obtain because of the war in Europe, which was drain- 
ing away all types of commodities. An enormous acreage had to 
be rented to stage the great rides and battle scenes. All the respon- 
sibilities of management fell on Griffith, and so did the burden of 
raising money. The movie companies considered his project 
crazy, and none would finance it. He had estimated the cost of his 
super-picture at approximately one hundred thousand dollars, 
enough to pay for ten “feature” pictures. Even after production 
was actually under way, the need for money became so urgent 
that all work was stopped while GrifiBth went to Los Angeles to 
secure it — from personal friends, locd tradesmen, lawyers, anyone 
whom he could persuade to grant him a loan. Yet despite all 
difficulties, Griffith — ^according to “Billy” Bitzer, his cameraman — 
remained calm; and long afterwards his leading woman remem- 
bered that “everything was always under control because he 
always was.” Six months passed before the picture was finally 
completed. But not a single scene had ever been re-taken; a 
permanent and unique record in picture-making. 

The leading actors in the picture had all worked for Griffith 
at Biograph. Their names, previously unknown to audiences, were 
announced on the film of The Birth of a Nation, and most of 
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them were soon elevated to stardom. But a peculiar glory suddenly 
invested the players to whom Griffith assigned the roles of hero 
and heroine; nothing like it had ever before occurred, on so wide 
a scale, in the United States. Requests for autographs and photo- 
graphs poured in on them by the thousands. Unknowingly, they 
established new patterns of appearance, fashion and behavior. 
Young men imitated the haircut, the style of collar, the suits and 
neckties shown in portraits of the “Little Colonel”; they tried to 
adopt the gentle but superbly gallant manner which, on the screen, 
made him universally appealing to women. And American girls 
quickly cultivated a new look. Plumpness, previously in vogue, 
ceased to be fashionable. For “Elsie Stoneman” was petite, slim, 
fragile; her golden hair cascaded below her waist; she was demure, 
wistful, but magnificently courageous. All over the land, young 
women strained for slenderness; patiently tried to behave like 
clinging vines, but also suggest a pure white fire of passion; 
dressed demurely, and practised shaking down their hair for the 
beguiling, perilous moment yet to come. 

The players who aroused this idolatry later found that it 
exacted its own strange penalty. So far as the public could exercise 
its compulsion, they were required to perpetuate the ideal images 
that had captivated the American imagination. The new king of 
hearts, Henry B. Walthall, was never to escape this stem necessity; 
when he was supplanted by another type of hero, he disappeared 
abruptly from the screen, and returned only after many years to 
play minor roles. He was bom in Alabama, of impoverished 
parents, and was put to work as a child in the cotton fields. The 
books loaned hi m by a clergyman uncle took the place of formal 
schooling, but later he managed to spend six months at Howard 
College. He served in the Spanish-American War and, after being 
discharged from the army, went to New York to seek work as an 
actor. By 1909, when a friend took him to the Biograph Company, 
Walthall had acquired considerable experience. Griffith hired him 
at once. Small, slender, with a very expressive face, he proved to 
be a skillful pantomimist, and Griffith was soon using him for 
romantic roles — ^most notably in Ramona, with Mary Pickford, 
and thereafter in a long series of films. 

The heroine of The Birth of a Nation was to have a far more 
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distinguished and spectacular career than Walthall. The Gish 
jjjj-gi-s — Lillian and Dorothy — were brought to Griffith in 1912 
by their long-time friend, Mary Pickford. Like her, they had been 
on the stage almost from infancy. Like her, they had had no real 
childhood. They received their early education in the stuffy dress- 
ing rooms of cheap provincial theaters, in jolting day coaches and 
the rooms of third-class hotels patronized by the touring melo- 
drama companies in which they acted children’s roles. They were 
constantly haunted by fears of the Gerry Society, a philanthropic 
organization whose commendable object was to prevent the ex- 
ploiting of children. “Before I could understand what it was 
ail about,’’ Lilliain Gish noted long afterwards, “I knew of sub- 
terfuges and evasions and tremendous plottings to keep myself 
and my sister acting, so that the very necessary money might be 
earned. . . .’’ Their obscurity kept them safe, and they remained 
obscure for a simple reason: “When we were ambitious and went 
into better productions, the plays seemed to fail.’’ But Lillian 
Gish graduated from a role in Her First False Step — ^which 
brought audiences “the awe-inspiring rescue of a child from a 
den of savage African lions’’ — to the part of a child dancer in the 
company of Madame Sarah Bernhardt, who in 1905 was making 
her usual farewell tour of the United States. Some years of formal 
schooling followed. When Mary Pickford brought the Gish sisters 
to Griffith, motion pictures were eliminating the melodrama road 
companies, and they were glad to accept his offer to take them on 
as extras. Gradually they worked into leading roles; Dorothy in 
comedy, Lillian in romantic and dramatic parts. Long after both 
sisters became celebrated stars, Griffith recorded his early impres- 
sions of them: “Dorothy was more apt at getting the director’s 
idea than Lillian, quicker to follow it, more easily satisfied with 
the result. Lillitui conceived an ideal and jKitiendy sought to 
realize it. Genius is like that: the ideal becomes real to it,” 

During a rehearsal for The Birth of a Nation, lillian Gish 
was “standing in” for the actress assigned to the heroine’s role. 
Seeing that she perfectly embodied his conception of the part, 
Griffith impulsively substituted her for the other actress. Her 
performance of the role more than justified this hasty decision. 
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For. Jarguly tmauae of ii. Thf Birtk ol « Nation was ihe fint Aim 
ever lo be taken tertouily by aophiMkaied patrom of the theater, 
and the brtt. alto, to win pratae from the intelligentaia. at they 
were cfuninx to be called. Alrocat overnight. The Birth ol a 
Nation lifted the aocially deapiaed entertainment of the poor to 
dkrying aliiiudea of eleptnce and taate. So far aa poaatble. thia 
rcattli had been carefully prepared for by expert ahowmanship. 
FiiM exhibited to the putdk in Loi Angeica, rady in Felmtary, 
1915, under iia ordinal title of The Ctanemm, the pkture vraa 
acknowledged to be in every way epoch-making. Aa one repre- 
aentaiive of the tnduatry remarked, it "certainiy catabliahea 
CiriAth aa a leader, and it doea aeem too bMl that auch a tnag> 
niheeni eflort ia doomed to bnancial failure.'* A print waa ruahed 
i« New Y«wk CUiy to lie run ftw the ernaora and a group of 
guecta; tlw rxciicmetti which it aruuaed led Thcnnaa Dixon to 
invent lia final title. With a maatrrly ■etue of publicity. Grtfhth 
next had the him diown at die White Huuae— where no motion 
pitiure had ever tirfore penetrated— -for Preaideiii Woodrow 
Wilton, hit Cabinet, and their familiea. I.ike (iriAth. Wilton 
had been liotn and bt«dl •otiih of the Maaon and Dixon Line, 
and according to report hit verdkt tut the pkture waa that "it 
it like writing hititwy with ii^tining ‘ Ifaving ihut excited public 
curioaiiy. CirtAth unikrttMA hit beddett exploit, Farly in March, 
the pk ture wm oflered to tlie New York publk at the Liberty 
Theater, a "Icgiiimaie" playhoute, at prkca then prevailing for 
the tfioken drama: orcluiura aeaia catting the incr^ibk turn id 
two ^lara. 

Hailed l»y the prcaa with unraurained enthuaiann. The Birth 
ol a Nation waa an immediate and phenomenal aucceat. Critka 
repmted that iia effect waa to challenge the aupremaiy of the 
apoken drama: in purely ftnancial terms, it offered frightening 
competition to all playa then being performed in New S'mk. With 
thk triumph to hit credit, f iriAth todk the step that waa to make 
hia pkture a nation wide arncaiitm. He arrangeil for it to be 
diown in lloitan. birthplace of the Abolliion movement, and 
iradtiionally a aironghold of the organked effort 10 aer ure civil 
rights and equality of opportunity for Negro t iikima. For a fort- 
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night before the Boston opening, Negro clergymen, teachers and 
lawyers in Massachusetts violently denounced the film. Public 
emotion soon reached the boiling point, and on the film’s first 
night a disturbcuice broke out in front of the theater. It rapidly 
assumed the proportions of a large-scale race riot; the police were 
incapable of restoring order, and the Boston fire department was 
hastily summoned to help disperse the rioters. On the following 
morning, this outbreak of violence made headlines in the press 
throughout the United States. The immediate result was to pro- 
voke a demand for the picture from all parts of the country; the 
Boston riot was frequently duplicated elsewhere; and the Ameri- 
can people flocked to box-offices, eagerly paying regular stage 
prices for the privilege of seeing a film capable of inciting such 
widespread disorder. 

Meanwhile, indignation at the social implications of The 
Birth of a Nation developed quickly. President Emeritus Charles 
W. Eliot of Harvard University condemned it as having “a 
tendency to perversion of white ideals.” From Hull House, in 
Chicago, Miss Jane Addams announced that she was “painfully 
exercised over the exhibition.” And in the columns of The Nation 
Oswald Garrison Villard — grandson of William Lloyd Garrison, 
the first Abolitionist — ^forthrightly denounced it as “a deliberate 
attempt to humiliate ten million American citizens.” More sig- 
nificantly, the Boston branch of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People published, and widely circulated, 
a pamphlet entitled Fighting a Vicious Film; A Record of Protest 
Against “The Birth of a Nation." The Association was headed by 
Moorfield Storey, a Boston patrician and an eminent attorney; 
seventy-one years old, and long honored both as a reformer and 
leader of the American bar. Storey exercised a powerful influence 
in mobilizing Northern sentiment against the picture. Yet Storey 
was soon to demonstrate that Northern humanitarians were no 
less capable of ironical inconsistency than Southerners like Grif- 
fith and Senator Watson. For despite his vigorous championship 
of the cause of the Negro, Storey one year later furnished leader- 
ship to the forces which bitterly opposed the appointment of 
Louis D. Brandeis to the Supreme Court — ^both because Brandeis 
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was a “reformer” and because he was a Jew — ^and, as the historian 
Henry Steele Commager pointed out long afterwards. Storey 
likewise opposed the admission of Jews to Harvard University. 

Specifically replying to Storey’s attack, Griffith issued a pam- 
phlet provocatively entitled The Rise and Fall of Free Speech in 
America. In this, he argued heatedly for “the freedom of the 
screen” and “the fundamental rights of expression.” Presently, 
an acrimonious and passionate controversy over these . novel issues 
was being carried on in American newspapers and magazines. 
Griffith himself, according to Miss Lillian Gish, was deeply hurt 
by the antagonism that his picture had aroused, and resented the 
objections urged by its opponents. Privately, he protested that the 
film portrayed “bad white people as well as bad Negroes,” showing 
that the Negroes were “bad only because the white people made 
them so.” That his picture had inflicted an irreparable damage on 
ten million citizens, in addition to humiliating them; that it had 
inflamed and sanctioned vicious prejudices; that it had been ca- 
pable of so doing only by virtue of its immense power as drama — 
these facts Griffith could not bring himself to acknowledge. The 
critics and journalists who acclaimed it as a great work of art were 
in a scarcely less equivocal position. For the most part they were 
Americans of sensitive conscience, advocates of civic morality, pre- 
sumably eager to see a “better life” for all made possible under 
democratic institutions. Was socially evil influence compatible 
with high esthetic significance? The complex social and ethical 
problems which The Birth of a Nation projected were to afflict 
educators, social theorists, the clergy, lawmakers, and mOtion- 
picliife executives until the middle of the century. 

'■ The controversy which his picture had exploded confirmed 
Griffith’s earlier intuition that the American public was ready to 
accept films tmdertaking the serious discussion of major social 
issues. His literary turn of mind predisposed him to seek sig- 
nificant themes, and he perceived that many of the conflicts occur- 
ring in an industrial society provided them; but only a genius for 
the particular medium in which he was working could have sug- 
gested reinforcement of the contemporary illustration by parallels 
from earlier epochs in human history. This was to be his next 
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innovation. Taking as h» cenir.il subjrti ihr ml ih4i ihr »rU 
righteous have perpetrated ihroughmii the 4 «r», t.tiiluh .Iumt 
four stories to exemplify it. and during a ihitirrn rrrl him krpi 
their prt^ess almost simultaneously liefiirc ihr r»r, •.! ihr 4mh 
ence. The four stories thus woven logriher in tnu>lrttt,uf m 
eluded a contemporary study of the ojiprrMuni mdutuul 
workers by capitalists; the massacre of Saim lUuhnlomrw m 
sixteenth-century France: the fall of Babylon and an apKalvpiw 
venion of the life, betrayal and death of Jesut. Into ihr ttuktng 
of this film, Griffith poured the cooiidrrablr lurtunr whuh ti* 
predecessor had brought him: its final losi wa» ii» rvirrtl iwu 
million dollars. The epic sermon was in prralui ii»n h»t imit r than 
a year. In addition to an imptwing rail nl |ir»iui|uU, titirm 
thousand extras were employed: elalsorair atihur.uiml triiiii,;^ 
were constructed, and Griffith’s Babylon aihumhrd t aiih.tiiu 
with city-walls three hundred feet high on i*hi*h jnmri ii.tii.i 
march, and halls so vast that human lirtngs wro- >|H4tirt| h> 
them. In this respect, the film rsiabtuficfl ifir iMiirtn u>t all n(h«r 
quent spectacles. To the middle of the irniui v nmir r%*rr4ri| ii 
in splendor or massiveness. 

Exhibited in the autumn of niiri, IniuUiatu 
critia and audiences by its fatiguing ttniiptrxtiv. n lM-t 4 itir 
artistic triumph many years after its romiitrn mI fjilurr ** 41 life 
trievable. But certain of its social efinii |«mrd i.. t.r hiKhu 
significant. For his coniemjKwrary story ui d>r uaiHht l•clwr^lI 
capital and labor, Griffith had drawn up>n ntairiMi ilr 4 rl(>|ir«| 4 t 
hearings of the Federal Industrial Keiaiiiitit ^imI 

rej^esented vividly on the screen pniiriy ihr kind t.| r|.n.i.lrs 
which Howells, in his article four years railirr, Kail drmamlrd 
To ffie comfortable middle classes who were n«>w atiriMlmg ihr 
movies, the use of this suhjeci maner proved deeply di«.itl.tiig 
The exploitation of workers by a repumlly phiUnihi,.,.,. ..> 
dustrialist; the brutality of sirike brraken. the .»| 

stokers by factory guards and militia - the puhln trad aUn.t 
such things in their newspapers, even in s.mie t iirfmi im. 

u was quite another matter to see them. cowiwIliiigN and . 
vmcmgly represented. It was far worw* ,« ,cr ihrrn u.rd m 
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a mit$ at dranMik (MrsHelt. tvith ancient maaMcm. with the 
tn«i lacted «( iraiivdirs. So powerful an indictment of the ethia 
of the etiabi tailed order waa acanely likely to pleaae iu bene- 
bckrkt. Then. too. the nation was drifting toward entry into the 
European war. and the bim eloquently urged the rauae trf peaoe. 
Oppoiiiitm to Inio/irraiiee increaaed; in many citka, the ftim wu 
banned. Not long alierwarda. Nikolai lamin would arrange to 
have the itkiuie toured throughout Soviet Rtaada. where it waa 
to be oihibitcd cootiottaualy for a decade. Meanwhile, it had 
demonairaied the high potency of the motion picture aa a mcditun 
of propaganda. I he leaaon waa quickly underttood by the Britiah 
and American govemmmia. At the invitation of David Lloyd 
George and lawd Braverbrouk. GriAih took a company of playera 
to lUigland. tiien to ilie tuiileheida of f rame and Belgium, to 
make prtqMgantla ptcturra. 

Eomibly an rvptaiitm td iltr harm done by Th» Birth of m 
Xoiion, tirtdiili umlrrtonk. alter hit return to the United Statca. 
4 pkturr wbttii made a paiaiimair apfieal lor tite apfdkaticm of 
llw C^triaitait ideal to tnirrtatial relaiiona. It alao argtted power- 
lully lin tlic prtmtpir of non resiMance to force. The nation, 
rmerging vtcitnuaialy from a Wwld War. waa alamricMMlBr a 
total cothipae «d mwal idaaliam. In theae cirrumatancmi. the ow*r- 
wliriniing •iwtcM t»l the pttiure waa aatoniahing. For iia mood 
wm unrekniingly iragit. and iia utbirct waa the peraiatence o( 
eitalled idrala in ilnaie wlwim aocieiy diainheriia and caata aaide. 
Yet Broken Biauom* awrpt over the Ignited Staiei on a tide «d 
acclaim, and auan alierwarda waa brirqi aliown thrm^hout the 
world, CiriAih had undertaken to make a aerica of pictures for 
Adolph Eukiw. each budgeted at a quarter at a million dollant. 
It ia tald that when tiriffiiih ran oB Broktm Btoiimru lor his em- 
ployer. i^ukor remarked that GriAth m^ht aa well have deliber- 
ately robbed him ol ihii atim aa spend it aa he had on the pkture. 
Imensed, GrMuh prom|Mly luirrowed the aum, rqfiaid i^ukor, and 
loiA ilte pkture od hia ItamU. I hr anecdote illuatrated a diaarn- 
aion between induMtisliaia and the indispensable ihowmen who 
made their fwodm ia that waa to become permanenily charac- 
teriatk of the movie buaineaa. 
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In a variety of ways, the reception of Broktti rrvr^trtj 

the importance of motion pictures in Amcritan nit icis. 4 IhI ihr 
significant influence that they were ca|iablc of rscrrusing lui the 
national culture. When the film was relrasctl. in lyiy, only a 
decade and a half had elapsed since the prtiduiiiuti of ifw (trsi 
story film; barely five year# had passed since the mos ir*. breaking 
out of the nickelodetms, ceased being an eniertainnieni at t r|Hable 
only to the poor and ignorant. Now. Broken B/tmoms was twring 
introduced to the public as the initial dffering *4 a "rriirruity 
season" of Griffith’s pictures at the George M CUilun rbrsiict tm 
Broadway. That its audienot should include the prtM|irr<iu« 4iid 
cultivated minority of Americans who habiiually aiirtitled the 
spoken drama was taken for granted. The picuirr w*» n«»« «|irt ifi 
cally addressed to them. It was offered on ilir stuiirwlMi trtiMrk 
able premise that all social stratificaiitins. alt ibimu til 
relative wealth, culture and sophistication. nniUt iitiiiiubh Ik- 
ignored by purveyors of die new enirriainmroi. that, iinlrrtl. 
the motion picture had already welded all dorrrr ititn 

posing the nation into an audience dcim* rain ally imiiir.l amt 
homogeneous. A repertory season of ptt turrs imlitatrtl ihr tbj- 
nity claimed by the new medium; the fan that m imcrl 4 vrnuur 
could be made commercblly profitable inditatni ilir %4tl I li4fi||ri 
which had come over the audience. 


A contemporary report asserts that, at its fi»*i »hi.w»o«. r%rrc 
one was overwhelmed" by the acting of ihr prim »|ial pUtrr* to 
Broken Blossoms: Lillian Gish, Richard Harihrliorta aiul iKioabl 
Crisp. Its impact persuaded the ordinarily sedate lurrmy 
to announce the birth of a "new an ... os imjKwiani as muo. 40«l 
poetry;" and the conservative New York /imri 1.. tU-tUtr ibat 
this new art had already yielded "a masirrpirrr." I hr film, mi 
breathless critics testified, made "an elcii|iimi and tin our flyrbi 
^yond the speaking stage": it seemed that "the wrrrn 
five years" into an illimitable future of progtesa itwn now . 
be reasonably andcipaied, 

Even more notably, Broken Btouoms dnnortsiraird that ibr 
literary shapers of current American culture, far Ir.ait mflocm me 
the new American art. were iherwelvei hem* ptofmirulls 
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lueiir.^ by ii. Thr widely rr«d criik. Jean Nathan, for 

caaroHe. who lr,« the middle claims in touch with the inteh 
leciual hie. wai pretently momi to diiccwim on Miat Gidi'a 
method ol alwayi |ilayii^ aa it were, behind a veil trf ailver 
chifon." and to enfilain to the public that her •panioilar 
^iua . . liea to imking the deftniie charmingly indefinite." 
Writing hti niml. Jurgen, even before the film was prewnied. 
Jamca l&raiwh Clabell had portrayed the young acirou to the aulae 
of Queen Helen, ’ the delight of gods and men." Three years 
later, Joarph Ifergeaheinter was likewise to portray her. as the 
heroine of his novel. Cyifierea: and in an (dten ouoicd artkJe. 
he dcsiribed lie? as ftosaeming "the qualities whkh. in a Ckddcn 
Age. wtnild boM an army aUmt the walls of a city for seven yearfc" 
Hergesbcmirf trcmded bw ,k*i,r to uriie a motion picture to 
whub tl»e might ap|irar like ilie .April itKion. a thing for all 
^ng mm i.. ihram alioui liwevrr ihr fragrant April moon 
of men s bt.|»rs Hus ambiiuin was rmt to be gratified, Bui that 
•me of Ihr imur thsttrigutdieil n.or lists f 4 iltr day regarded it as 
luacittallr (a|sahlr i»l fulhllmeni. tlttmeti how significantly the new 
iitethuiti i»l the films was k Mulling thr imaginations «4 Amerkan 
trralikr wfiirri It was a ttietlium iImi wmild not only give ibem 
an intotttfMtahly larger auiiirrur. hul rnahir them to achieve 
etfetis iiit|HiMiliir i«i In 11.41 iintl many writers, over the years, 
would aiirtiipi to iMirriiw ftiHu the films certain devkes apmro- 
|WMIe to luiiim. yet nevet liefote ailrmfilrd, 

few scteeti stats mmeci itie tnirlligenisia to Often worriiip: 
Miss t.tsli, l.ltatles C.}ia|iiin, ami laiet, kfiia CJreta CJarbo w e r e 
notable lor inspiring t ulis among the inirllet luats. But adoration 
cd ilte stars by ilte |Mihltc was lieccsming a scttial fibencimenon new 
to Amerkan hie. amt drsttned to ftroduce esiramdinary results. 
In iqio, tlie |litigra|di CcmifKiny lead rrlusrd any reply to letters 
rrt{ursimg them m ulmtily l.mir Mary •• But in May. tgiq. as 
flrnkm B/toitiwii was tiring released, the magarinr f’fiolopfay 
issued siaustus tosermg the yiumg rrligion ol irituloid f'brer 
tfiootami letters, tiratls all athlrrssrd to stars, were reaching ibr 
major tiudiew every das No less than imrcptarirr o| a million 
dollars Was taring spent evriy year lUt cottrv{windrntr twisveen 
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motioa-picture celebrities and ibeir lam. It»w rrrjuiretl the 
services of more than eighty seareiariei. wh<«MP annual waRn 
aggregated ninety thousand dollars. And the cmi ol phiMtiRrapha 
dispensed m this ritual d devotion bad already rucn to irvrniy- 
five thousand dollars. The new art, as ihetc facts suffiriird. had 
likewise become a major industry. 

This, in part, explained the subsequent drcitntnpt influrm r nl 
DavM Wark Griffith. He could not acrommodatc himself to the 
ways of big business. And big businen saw litilr commercial vahte 
in his qualities of independence and daring, his orqtinalit^ artd 
quest of novelty and need to experiment. Moreover, the timet, 
for him, were out of joint. The mood of the Amrrwan |iro|ile 
underwent an abrupt change. In the era of normah y. iiniliihiiiiin. 
jazz and the post-war boom, they had scant fwtirrHe wiih Im 
interest in social issues and literary themes. Mr tcintitiiiril fur 4 
decade, to make pictures with diminishing success. I hm. after iftr 
< mset ofj tbe Grtwt Dsprewinn, he quietly ahandtaird a tuiiie long 
since lost. And thereafter he sank into embittered ubsc tiriiy 



CHAPTER HI 


The Gods Arrive 


1 Goldilocks and the Bears 

Not long after Griffith had returned from his first expedition to 
California, in xgto, Mrs. Charlotte Pickford came to see him at 
the Biograph Company, The demand for “Little Mary’s” pictures 
was steadily increasing, and no matter how many she made the 
exhibitors continued to write in, asking for more. Mrs. Pickford 
quietly proposed that her daughter’s salary be doubled. Griffith 
offered a substantial increase. “Remember,” he said, “I made her.” 
The argument did not impress Mrs. Pickford. “Little Mary” had 
been offered a contract at double her current wages; she would 
now accept it. “You’ll be sorry, some day,” Mrs. Pickford re- 
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marked, though she could hardly have foreseen that this was the 
opening engagement of a ten years’ war that would radically alter 
the infant industry. 

So young Miss Pickford transferred her valuable services to 
Carl Laemmle. Not only was he willing to double her earnings; 
he proposed to elevate her from anonymity to stardom. With the 
skillful assistance of Robert Cochrane, he had already performed 
the same feat for another player, in an exploit that set a permanent 
pattern for the industry. Having lured away from the trust Miss 
Florence Lawrence— known to the public only as “the Biograph 
G^irl” — ^he cast about for some appropriate means of publicizing 
his new and popular actress. One day, the press of St. Louis, 
Missouri, reported the death of Miss Lawrence — ^whom, quite 
naturally, they identified professionally — ^in a streetcar accident. 
Immediately afterwards, Laemmle published advertisements de- 
nouncing this “blackest and at the same time silliest lie’’ as a 
false rumor spread by the trust. Later, he announced that to 
disprove the falsehood. Miss Lawrence, accompanied by her lead- 
ing man. King Baggott, would visit the city— where, by a remark- 
able coincidence, her latest film was to be exhibited. When, in 
March, 19 to, the two players descended from their train, an ex- 
cited mob awaited them; long afterwards, Laemmle was to recall 
Aat hospitable Americans “demonstrated their affection by tear- 
ing the buttons off Florence Lawrence’s coat, the trimmings from 
her hat, the hat from her head.’’ In this felicitous parturition, 
the first screen star was bom; the event was memorable also for 
being the initial example of a “personal appearance tour.’’ The 
hazards of public affection were to increase enormously with time, 
and before another two decades had passed would reach a point 
where death itself could not defend the mortal sheath of a favorite 
star from the riotous attentions of grief-stricken enthusiasts. 

In the case of Miss Pickford, elevation to stardom required 
little assistance from the arts of ballyhoo; it was sufficient merely 
to tell the public her name. Now able to identify her, they took 
a proprietary attitude to this cynosure of girlish goodness, and 
presently Miss Pickford was making pictures at the rate of twenty 
a year, all tailored to exploit those qualities specifically extolled 
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by her ardent admirers. The wise counsel o£ the playwright Wil- 
liam C. De Mille — she had played the role o£ Betty Warren in 
his The Warrens of Virginia — ^appeared to be disproved. He had 
pleaded with her not to throw her ftiture career into the ashcan 
by burying herself in a cheap form of amusement. He had warned 
her that there would never be any real money in acting for gallop- 
ing tintypes. He had reminded her that the stage gave her an 
opportunity to become known to thousands of people. But she 
was a stubborn little thing; she declared that she knew what she 
was doing. De Mille privately surmised that her decision presaged 
the end of little Mary Pickford; she would never be heard of 
again. He felt extremely sorry for her — and it certainly did not 
occur to him that in three more years he, too, would follow her 
inauspicious course. 

Little Miss Pickford was earning as much money as she could 
hope to earn on the stage, and was already known to more people 
than had ever seen a play. But when David Belasco oflEered to 
teature her in A Good Little Devil, during the winter of 1913, 
;he accepted with alacrity. As soon as the play opened, the efiEect 
5f her popularity with the masses became evident in the ornate, 
iimly-lit temple of the drama where America’s most revered 
jroducer unveiled his oflEerings to the public. People who had 
lever entered the Belasco Theater before, people who might not 
lave dared to enter it had they wished to, stood in patient lines, 
vaiting to buy tickets, willing to pay iax more than they could 
ifiEord for the privilege of seeing her in person. Notwithstanding 
ler considerable success on the stage. Miss Pickford’s return to 
he theater proved to be only temporary. For an odd combination 
)£ circumstances had made it possible for a twenty-year-old girl to 
arn more money in a year than most Americans hoped to 
ccumulate in a lifetime. 

To the production of these circumstances three factors had 
Dmewhat improbably contributed. One was the obdurate con- 
:rvatism of a group of outstandingly successful American busi- 
essmen. A second was the financial difi&culties of an aging, world- 
imous French tragedienne. A third was the prophetic intuition 
lat had visited the proprietor of a nickelodeon on Fourteenth 
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Street. Constantly studying the audiences at his Comedy Theater, 
Adolph Zukor had become convinced of their desire for better 
pictures. Both the trust and the independents were turning out 
two-reel films; Zukor believed that the public would pay for 
feature pictures of five reels and longer, and that if these were 
introduced they would soon dominate the theatres. But when 
he discussed this with other men in the trade, they assured him 
that his notion was a craty one. Even his former partner, Marcus 
Loew, could see no merit in it. 

Eventually, Zukor decided to risk his savings in the manu&c- 
ture of feature films. If the General Film Company — the trust — 
could be persuaded to release his pictures through its distributors, 
though quite separately from the trust standard program, his 
venture might be successful from the outset. Over a long period, 
he made weekly calls at General Film’s headquarters, hoping to 
present his scheme to one of the august magnates who controlled 
its policies. Finally, a subordinate promised to bring his proposal 
to the attention of Jeremiah J. Kennedy, president of the corpo- 
ration. Zukor was requested to wait until a directors’ meeting 
terminated, and he sat humbly, through a long afternoon, await- 
ing the hoped-for audience. When the meeting broke up, and Ken- 
nedy and his associates appeared, the subordinate explained 
Zukor’s project and his request. Kennedy asked his partners 
whether they wished to talk with the obscure little nickelodeon 
proprietor. One of them remarked, with a laugh, that if Zukor 
persisted in carrying out his plan, he “would soon be back making 
buttonholes.” The others agreed. The audience was not granted. 

Meanwhile, in Paris, Madame Sarah Bernhardt, aged sixty- 
seven and as usual in need of money, had consented to make a 
four-reel photoplay. Queen Elizabeth. The American rights to 
this film were offered to Zukor, and he consulted the theatrical 
manager, Daniel Frohman, who advised him to buy them. In 
subsequent conversations, Zukor outlined his project of making 
feature films; Frohman was impressed. Zukor then suggested the 
daring idea of filming successful Broadway plays with the stars 
playing their stage roles; backed by the prestige of Daniel Froh- 
man’s name, these pictures would probably achieve a nation-wide 
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success. The Famous Players Company, bom o£ this concept, 
began its career by distributing the Bernhardt film, which proved 
so profitable that Zukor was able to proceed as an independent 
producer of features. Soon afterwards a group of distributors, 
persuaded that the novelty of feature pictures would drive shorter 
ones out of the market, formed the Paramount Pictures Corpora- 
tion to finance the making of features by qualified producers. The 
new corporation immediately arranged to finance and distribute 
Zukor’s entire output. 

Presently, Zukor announced the addition of Mary Pickford to 
his roster of players; she was to make twenty pictures within a year, 
at a weekly salary of one thousand dollars. This fee, startling 
enough in itself, was made sensational by the developments to 
which Zukor’s series of maneuvers had given rise. For the force of 
competition had made it necessary for other producers, however 
imwillingly, to follow his lead. Independents, even certain mem- 
bers of the trust, had hastily negotiated alliances with prominent 
theatrical managers. A rush to acquire the services of celebrated 
stars of the stage had, for the time, reduced the value of mere 
screen players. The costly features announced or projected were 
to exploit only these eminent personalities. Clearly Miss Pickford’s 
prestige was not comparable to that of Mrs. Minnie Maddem 
Fiske, or Miss Marie Doro, or Miss Billie Burke. Could Zukor 
hope to present her as the equal in fame of James K. Hackett, 
.whom he had starred in The Prisoner of Zenda? Obviously not. 
Under the new dispensation, her pictures could only be what the 
trade now described as “Class B” — standard, rtm-of-the-mill prod- 
ucts. Since this was the case, why pay her so fabulous a sum? 

But this, too, was one of Zukor’s masterly intuitions. He had 
conceived his raid on Broadway as a temporary expedient. He 
realized that it would establish him, spectacularly and swiftly, in 
the forefront of producers. As a means of popularizing feature 
picmres, it could not be excelled. But he had no delusions about 
the permanent popularity of stage celebrities on the screen. He 
foresaw that the motion-picture audience would eventually nomi- 
nate its own stars. When stage luminaries ceased being a novelty, 
their appeal would probably evaporate. The choices of movie fans 
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would be determined only by what gave them pleasure, and they 
would feel no obligation to be pleased by the favorites of a 
sophisticated minority in the large cities. In engaging Mary Pick- 
ford, Zukor was sagaciously looking to the future. She had been the 
most popular of players with patrons of the nickelodeons. By skill- 
ful exploitation, he thought he could make her a star of the first 
magnitude, appealing to the common denominator of public taste. 

The decision yielded extraordinary results. For a period of years, 
they influenced the thinking, the day-by-day attitude to life, the 
inarticulate hopes of many millions of citizens. For Miss Pickford 
came to be the deputy of American conscience and aspiration. She 
represented Main Street, the plain people. The views of Main 
Street were not shaped by the speculations of philosophers and 
the pronouncements of social theorists. The conduct of Main 
Street was not altered by a shifting of the winds of doctrine. For 
those who dwelt there — whether physically, or only mentally — 
Miss Pickford phrased a concept of what life ought to be like, and 
they recognized it as their own. She demonstrated conclusively 
that whatever ought to be, could be. On screens throughout the 
land, she lived out for them experiences which might yet become 
their personal adventure, or that of their children. She showed 
how the application of a few simple principles would bring this 
adventure to success. She proved that the beliefs which Main Street 
wished to cherish were genuinely true. Life, she declared, is what 
you want to make it. And the faith of the plain people was in- 
vigorated, their confidence in their personal destinies was en- 
hanced. Stimulated by Mary Pickford’s persuasive example, they 
could readily accept the circumstances of today, since the promise 
of tomorrow was illimitable. 

At the age of twenty, and already married (her husband was 
the actor Owen Moore), Miss Pickford’s ambition was to play 
mature roles. Golden-blonde, rosebud-lipped, dewy-eyed, she ap- 
peared to be a predestined heroine of sentimental romances. 
Probably any producer other than Zukor would have devised for 
her pictures in which she could impersonate young love. But he 
chose to cast her as youth about to slip into adolescence. She was 
slim and petite. She could create the physical illusion of this 
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inckirrmiiiaie agr. Mmiaily. mid the .rfiier Will Irwin who 
later diwuiml her rateer with Miw Pkkforil and 7.ukor It waa 


A$ thing! turned out. 7ukm‘a declaion proved to be a ttroke 
of i^iua ror. on the arreen. Mary Pkklord'a child like quaiitv 

her from all groaa forma of eaptSienee; 
all aordM ambitions and desirea. It translated her, ao to ap^k Into 
a where innocence waa wisdom, and exercM a 

reliable mafk She embodied the prewmt warrant for all dreams 
about the future Men could delight in the child without shame 
fore««ing that tliey would fall in love with the woman she must 
inrviiahly Iwcomr Aiiwrka s Sweetheart." an astute presaagent 
subsequently nanwtl her Hie term sufigrtled how irresistibly dte 
led }wu|ile * ilimighis and feelings away from immediate reality, 
fising them upai all that might ronie to be. Foe millkais of 
Amrritant. dir wai an rha|umi tymUtl of antki|iatian: a child 
rvangehu who |irra«hrd that tlie i*romiied Ijind. the more 
abundant hie. awaited rvetyone armmd the neat comer, and that 
llw flower to teaih It was already ilietfs Hie titles of Mary Pkk- 
fords fill lures usually gave a ilue to their nature; CindvnlUt 
Amrndh «/ t h.ih*,lm 0 |//ey. reu o/ f/te Cmntr^. Thf 
Ptwf i,$til0 Hu h i h0 PttuntiliHg, Poflyanna. Helieroa o# 

SMwnyhfoo* farm, fladd, /««g /rg,. of Tommtt^w. to 

mroiiun Ihii a lew they summed up the great detntirraik fable 
of the rise ftmn rags to rulies. tun sltowiid that this ascent was 
fmMibte only to the |iure in bean, whose aim was grace, not the 
wraith and bigli estate iliat grace maieriatked. lliey were not 
unhkr the rahmiauims of Hr Russell II r*mwell. {>riion Sweti 
Slarikn and Raifilt Waldo t rine. Rui. eiseniiatly. the Pkkford 
films were a series id iiaralitrs dial rspninded SfiM Pkklord's 
branrning gtwfwl An«l wliai AmrtifMn «d the time did nm, in his 
so ret bran. a*ir|a It. dul mu. on the whole. profeM to live liy id 
ta'rtamly. fiooi the very miisn. the tut cesa of her ft I ms suggested 
iltai Mlw Pnkfiud was lieing atlofued by the nation f he Para- 
mount tairsnwn fuit tliis in iitatiual irrnw "As long as we have 
Mary mi ihe )it«a{ram. wr lan wrap rvrryihing anutml her neck." 
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In these circumstances was she nc« wntih m.wr tiuwirs? Mm 
Pickford’s mother thought so; the yming ariin* ilul ni« linpitir 
parental wisdom: the salesmen's repwi stitmeil that, hi mtlrr lu 
obtain her films, exhibitors were gladly taking the enure Para, 
mount output. But to pay her more iiionry retjuired a draiii* 
change in the established sales system. So the Ph khiril hlnw were 
withdrawn from the standard Paramoimi pri>grani. and sold 
separately, as a series, at higher prices. Pxhihiitnn prtrtnted. Ihii 
were powerless; their patrons deroandeil Misa Pwklard, In |an. 
uary, 1915, Zukor made a new ranitract with her, to run Iw a year. 
During this period die would make only ten pH Uirn. half at many 
as before; she would be paid two thousand duUari wreklv, m twke 
as much; she would also- receive one half the earned liy her 

pictures. Before this contract expired, it lircame r« idrni ihai her 
ability to crowd the theaters was alnoliitely unuiur shi.uhj ti noi 
be appropriately rewarded? Misa Pkkford » mother itigxntrii Uiai 
her daughter might be {lersuaded to atie|ii a nrt« Kniirat 1. i( the 
were paid one titousand dollars every day in the rear 

There was, {x;rhai». a mild irony in ihit nittaiion ind Mim 
P ickford's incredible capital value drmomtratr the luu ti«4l rifi 
cacy of the gospel expounded by her pii iiirrt? Hr wai it merely 4 
proof of the automatic ofirration til rtiHHiimi Uw? .\i the 4gr uf 
twenty-three, this guileless young wrnnan the ihiUl like fietmne 
of a national fairy talc — had brccmie mie of ilw rniHi valtMhir 
commercial properties in the world, f he .^nirtiiaii were 

paying some hundred and seventy five miliiixt* ul dolbrv a year in 
watch the pUoping tintypes: and slie was the magnet dial drew 
mcare money to ticket windows than any mhrr star, I lw irtum 
phant suaess Zukor's iniutiion rccutled mi him un{ilr4sanily. 
His creation had turned into his Nrmrsii flliviouth. he «mildn t 
afford to let her go. yet it seemed nartely likely ilui he ..mid 
afford to keep her. Miss Pickford was now the industry s priu. ijkiI 
asset A business representing invesiments .d tesrtal htmdred 
millions of dollars, giving employment to »ior htmdred i}i..ttsatul 
peoplev appeared to be balanced on the whim rd .me Ametu an girl 
Four yean had changed Zukor s cinumsiamrs aiimsst as 
remarkably as Mias Pickford's. Ilie tdiKurr little nfikehaletui 
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owner lo wbow, ih« iruM nrngmit* rrltited m ^udinice had alivady 
pill ihc itiMi tmi til hmiiiTM Hr liad heromr a mainaie in hk 
own rtghi In a irrws of M|Md mtim. ^Kuhor abwirtied one of hit 
principal tii«nirni.»f». titiii«hi tonirol of Parammini. and now 
headed a iwmiy ft«ritiiltitin>dciltar rumbinaiion. Me waa the 
iHTgcM producer and dtatrilniiar of pkturea in tlie indtiairy but 
iJija prcrmitience did not Miidy him. Hk oliiect now waa lo mlu! 
htaaella aa ii were, a iruM; lo achiete a ntonopoliaitc paaitkm Hia 
plan waa a aimple one. Ererythinii depended on the jmWie* for 
iheif ckNninaied ihc iheaieta l^i the iiari dooiinaicd the public, 
and by efeciinx whai Wall Sum called a * comer * in aiart. Eukor 
hoped lo domtnair lanh the poblk and die induatry. 'ITmii thia 
icheme wtmhi rooir oppoanion l»y the ibraier owncra waa to- 
eviiabk. boi ihai iher ctioM tticcnafullr rebel /ukor ihoughi 
ttnldrly lit* Miunr of atuirty waa ilie coitipctittun cl 

Mhrr pitaluirt* ha war* t *m while be waa ticKtaiaiinii will) 
MIm Pakltiftl. il»r hfuioal f ilm t;oot|ionr aitnoomed lltai ii had 
aci|iiifed a ritina • •wtieiltan, f .Itatlea t fiaptin, by nuaraitieeing him 
kia Imndted atwl waeniy dtooMiwI ibdiati lot one year'a work, 
/uktw liatiilk •ante ui irtttM wiili hlMa Pkkftitd. lie formed a 
irparaie ttit|Nnaii«Mi in |tttidiicr and diktrilttiie her pkiurea. Star 
would ittake tally looi durinit the year, wtiuld lie paid let! ibottialld 
dollaia eiety week, wmild fetelire one ball til itie ptolila earned 
by bet filmc. Her |aul«al>ie antiual itw ottir wtiuld a|^ifuaititaie one 
million dollata ttiakitm Iter the pioM tiigbly wilaried employe in 
the world Atiinn. itadiiitmally one of the moM farecarknia ol 
pfofoaalofM. Iiad Hwktenly liecame the mom remyneraiive of all. 

Eukof « new attan«emmi wiih Mm Pklford produced con 
Memaiion ibtooghtiui ilte Midtmry. li irrbhnd the ptke ol her 
pkiurra i«i rabibtinta. they touM only ahow Pkkford filim ptofii- 
ably if they imteaM'd llir |»tite of admmltm lo llirir ilirairta. 
Would tlir |niblu |aay iwetiii li«r crttia. or in tunic itttiamra 
ihiriy h%«. fur a wai in a iiHoie luHMci Eorced lo ibk baiaidoua 
capetlmeni. rybdntiitt teceitrd a letwm In ibe rnyweyitmt pvytliot* 
Ofy «*l nifaitMinai Ilte |Mddlt |i 4 ld. Wllbtiul tom|>taifll bul • 
moiremefn of rebeiliun wKin 4e%clci|ied. ti waa iniiiaird by I honiaa 
L Tally, the hnnict towboy who had ^lened. in Im Anfelca. the 
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fiist of all movie theaters. Now rich, prominent and powerful, 
Tally, with other exhibitors, formed a corporation. First National, 
to manufacture, distribute and show its own pictures — ^to excel 
and boycott those produced by Zukor. The new company an- 
nounced that it would pay the largest salaries in the industry, 
and thus obtain the greatest stars. It began operations by negotiat- 
ing with Miss Pickford, and the arrangement which it proposed 
promised to double the income she was receiving from Zukor. 

Zukor now fotmd himself in an intolerable situation. Other 
stars, less popular than Miss Pickford but still essential to him, 
had followed her lead, demanded more money, and received it. 
The astonishing development of the system he had created thread 
ened, in its success, to destroy him; steadily mounting salaries to 
stars must inevitably bankrupt any producer who played the 
game to its conclusion. One of his new directors, Cecil B. De Mille, 
solved the predicament. De Mille believed that profitable pictures 
could be based on good stories, instead of great stars. On this 
assumption he had made two, with comparatively unknown 
players, costing approximately one-third the amount of any Pick- 
ford picture; both had earned as much money as Miss Pickford’s 
films usually yielded. De Mille proposed that Zukor abandon the 
competition for her services, and inaugurate the making of “all- 
star” pictures — z. disingenuous term for films without any stars. 
If the pictures proved to be successful, their unknown players 
would become box-office names, and so could be elevated to true 
stardom. On this principle, Zukor would achieve absolute inde- 
pendence from the tyranny of established stars; he could always 
create new ones as required, in somewhat the fashion that auto- 
mobile manufacturers introduced annual new models that super- 
seded those of the previous year. The all-star, non-star incubator 
provided a method of indefinite extensibility. The project ap- 
pealed as much to Zukor’s opportunism as to his financial astute- 
ness. He resolved to try it out; until its success with the public was 
established beyond doubt, he would retain most of his stars. But 
he would let Miss Pickford go. 

Although reconciled to the loss of his greatest star, Zukor could 
not endure the prospect of seeing her join the forces of First 
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Naiional: ihi. ««d daagerou. compciiior had recently ac 
qutred CJwirlet CJiapUn. and the addition of Miaa Pickftml would 
lift II bryonil inwaible rivalry. In a Snal melancholy conference. 
Zukor aiictn|}ird one of hit moat grandioae geaturea. “You’ve 
worked very hard lor yeara. Why don’t you take a vacation? ” he 
augjjeaicd. jiaiemally. ’’If you will atop making picturea for five 
years. I will give you two hundred and fifty thousand dollaw." 

The lovely eye* may have dimmed, the world^chanting curl* 
may have trembled; but decision waa swift, ”Oh. 1 couldn’t do 
that. Mr. Eukor. ” saM Mias Pkklord. ”I love picture*, and I’m just 
a girl. I cotildn’t quit now.” 

¥m alie was ncx only America's sweetheart now but. in effect, 
a national insiiittiian. When, a year earlier, the United States had 
thrown its might into the war. ituii the world might be made safe 
for demmraiy, Miss Pickford had made country-wide tours, 
s|irakifig for the {.ilierty Loans; she had made a picture to expose 
ttrrmaii savagery; and even now there were, “somewhere in 
France,*' six hundred American youilw in uniform, wearing about 
their nei ks golden Icxkeia containing her portrait-— the boys she 
had adopted, whom she kept supplied with chocolate and cip- 
retie*, to whom slie refireaenied. symbolically, a righteous cause 
and a lieloved homeland. 

Sc» Mis* Picklord went on her way to new employers. But even 
as site went a bright young man. scarcely older than she, was 
dreaming up a method of making infatuated Americana offer still 
larger tribute on her altars. Beniamin P. Schulberg. formerly gen- 
eral sale* manager for Zukor, conceived the proiect of bringing 
teller, under a single corporate roof. Miss Pkklord. Charles 
C:haplin. the rising star llouglas Fairbanks and ftevid Wark 
CirUfiih. now at the pinnacle of hia fame. Under Schulberg's plan, 
these four would tiecome their own rmployet*. They wextid act as 
their own producer*, receiving the profits formerly taken by the 
cmufianies for which they worked; they would also share in the 
returns of disirtbuling their collective output. The sipal merit of 
this plan, commercially, was the unique nature of the product. 
Fxhibiitrrs ihroughmii the land would be helpless. However 
rviucianity, they would have to fmy any price that United Artists 
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demanded for the piaurct imicle by to pKvrkm, daitiiim a 
coMteUation of idols. As a aource of finaiicbil rewmie. Idoiairy 
appeared to be inextiaustible. 

At First National, where she was nid to be teeeivtem ii»iiin»h«t 
less than two million dollars for maktni tew pkiwet, Mtei fkh, 
ford had ample time for mediiaiion. 

One year later. Gddiloclia moved iqpdis. 

a Ci f ri ktifi., Cunt cimi Pi iii fatt i 

While Miss Pidtford was bitpiriiii Amtriaam with • eWon of 
what life ought to be like, another spechiliai te pobllc ediKOtlnn 
was teaching them to laugh at life m It acusnlly mm, Ow^ the 
five years immediately pretedii^ the naikm's ewry iwo the Fbw 
World War, the Keystone romedies of Mack Sennett invited A«ier> 
jeans 10 look at their riviluaiion. and dareil thrtii to i«y iliai It wsn 
not ridiculous. William liean HtiwelU had nbvrfvtd. wmirwhai 
earlier, that *in ,A,merita, life is ww yri a Joke with us. even when 
it is grotesque and stiainrful. as it so cdirn hi. hw we think we 
can make it right when wr choose " Amerkiim still tfioinihi they 
could make lile right when they choir to. as Miss Pwklufd's trhtn 
so ei(X]uentiy proved; hut under Scftnett's tisliltm they began to 
rcaiijie how groieM}ue it often was. 

Horn in Canada and baptised Michael Sinnoii. imneii had 
been on the stage for some years when ter )ninfd the Riogyaph 
Cksmpany as an actor, shortly before Cittlhih't arrival there. 
Usually cast in draraatk ndca. it itm not itniU ClrUteli teqptfi 
directing pictures iliat his talmi as a coincdiati waa tecngnlMd. 
Griffith (me day assigned him a minor contk pwi. and hki pev' 
formance made the picture a sitccess with nkkelodcnon atsdlencm, 
In his next picture, he was once jgpin cam hi a icrioiM role, ten 
the public, now identifying him as a comadlan. begmi lani^lm « 
socm as they saw him. and ihertalter he mm rvMfleied to comic 
parts. SeniMrtt was a tireless siudmii of Grdiih't Itmovailuna. if he 
had no other reanm to be firesmi when CrUMh mm dltrtiii^ he 
undertook to move the lieavy camets ahoui aa needed Mia saw 
dates afterwards remembered that Setmeti often aowidn i« fW' 
suade Grffilth to make a comedy piciiire aboiti policeiners. and 
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that Griffith always refused. They were inclined to attribute to 
this early repression and discouragement the extreme violence of 
the Keystone cop comedies which subsequently made Sennett 
famous. 

In 1910, Sennett was given his first chance to direct a picture, 
and nearly four decades later he recalled that a misadventure 
taught him one of the camera tricks that he was soon to exploit as 
a laugh-maker. Working on a very small budget, and with an 
inexperienced camerman, he was shooting an outdoor picture at 
Fort Lee, New Jersey, across the Hudson from New York. In order 
to save film, the cameraman cranked as slowly as possible; when 
the picture was projected, “there was a blur of jerky figures 
whizzing across the screen as if jet-propelled.” Thus, accidentally, 
Sennett learned that fast-motion pictures are made by running 
film through the camera at a very slow speed, and that to make 
pictures in slow-motion you speed up the camera. Notwithstand- 
ing his disastrous first attempt, Sennett continued to direct pictures 
for Biograph, and acquired considerable prestige in the industry. 
In 1912, Adam Kessel and Charles O. Bauman— two former race- 
track bookmakers who had entered the picttire business and were 
distributing their wares through the Mutual Film Company — 
hired Sennett to make comedy films. They would likewise be 
remembered because, one year later, they added to his roster of 
players an unknown English pantomimist named Charles Spencer 
Chaplin. 

For the next five years, Sennett turned out a one-reel or two- 
reel comedy every week. In them, he blended burlesque, extrava- 
ganza, fantasy and satire, and brought these to bear on the current 
American scene. He chose to treat the elements of social life to 
which society, by common consent, agreed to attach a solemn 
importance. He then proceeded to reveal, either the hypocrisy of 
society’s attitude, or the fundamental absurdity of whatever it 
professed to exalt. Americans, for example, pretended to be law- 
abiding; insisted that their society exemplified equal justice under 
the law; professed to hold officers of justice and the law in high 
esteem. Sennett’s pictures suggested that his imbecile, ludicrous 
Keystone cops represented the profound and unacknowledged 
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contempt which Americans felt both for the law and those whom 
they paid to enforce it. The fruit of this contempt, he intimated, 
was the unbridled violence, criminality and chicanery that op- 
erated freely in the society portrayed by his pictures. In a sense, 
Sennett was expressing satirically, in the broadest farce, the moral 
indictment that was likewise being drawn by the muckraking staff 
of McClure’s Magazine, by such disenchanted observers of the 
American imderworld as Josiah Flynt, by such earnest, passionate 
reformers as Judge Ben B. Lindsey, whose sober exposures of the 
seamy side of American life probably did not reach Sennett’s 
audience. But in his pictures they were confronted by a flagrant 
discrepancy between the principles in which they professed to 
believe and the practices which they condoned and cultivated. 
American democracy, as Sennett portrayed it, was a cockeyed 
affair. 

He poked vigorous fun at all the conventionally established 
values of the day. To become rich and respectable was everyone’s 
secret ambition. In Seimett’s pictures it was principally the re- 
spected pompous representatives of worldly success who met the 
humiliations of pratfalls, and learned the lethal uses of a custard 
pie — ^that appetizing symbol of the domestic achievements of 
mother or the little woman. If Miss Pickford expressed the 
commonly venerated American girl as innocent, idealistic, un- 
touched by sordid circumstances but still vanquishing them, 
Sennett’s females illustrated a more jaimdiced view. His celebrated 
bathing beauties — one of them. Miss Gloria Swanson, was to 
become a great star — ^were as dumb as they were handsome, and 
the usual object of their affections was not an alluring hero but 
some ugly, obese specimen whose only merit was his bankroll. The 
cult of innocence met with rough treatment in Sennett’s major 
ingdnue. Miss Mabel Normand, whose trusting ways continually 
got her into trouble. The national myth of romantic love as the 
foundation of all happiness fared little better. The wooing 
American male, as Sennett saw him, was likely to be represented 
by cross-eyed lugubrious Ben Turpin, monumental Roscoe "Fatty” 
Arbuckle, or soulful idiotic Hank Mann. 

Throughout the country, thousands of business establishments 
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displayed the injunction that time is money; Americans cherished 
the conviction that high pressure makes for eflSciency. But Sen- 
nett’s hilarious mile-a-minute chases merely indicated that the 
faster you went the less you accomplished. The nation was be- 
ginning to affirm the singular merit of sheer quantity. (At Harvard 
University, somewhat earlier. President Eliot, meeting Professor 
George Ssmtayana on the campus, asked how his classes were get- 
ting on. The professor replied that they were getting on well, 
seemed to be keen and intelligent. Said President Eliot, im- 
patiently, “I meant, what is the number of students in your 
classes.”) Sennett multiplied everything enormously: cops, guns 
and bullets, machines, criminals, pretty girls — ^the result was a 
maniacal confusion. And to a people beginning to be convinced 
that ownership of an automobile was supremely important, Sen- 
nett’s Model-T Ford, hurtling over obstacles, dashing through 
rivers and lakes, collapsing houses and vehicles, only to blow up 
in a mighty sulphurous explosion — ^this, too, offered a sardonic 
commentary. 

That the magnificent, audacious nonsense of Seimett’s films re- 
flected a skeptical view of the national life was probably not as 
apparent to contemporary audiences as to later critics. But that 
the king of laughs was an astute and acid judge of American mores 
is evident from his definition of comedy. "You will find your idea 
for a motion-picture comedy either in sex or crime,” he told an 
interviewer. “These two fields are the great feeding grounds of 
funny ideas.” To serious-minded citizens, regarding the drift of 
American life with some anxiety, the implications of this novel 
doctrine were scarcely reassuring. 

3 Sadpanfs 

In 1910 Fred Kamo, the English producer of pantomimes and 
music-hall turns, sent a company of his players to the United 
States. For three years, in an act entitled A Night in an English 
Music Hall, they toured American vaudeville theaters from coast 
to coast. Part of the fun was furnished by an elegant drunkard, in 
formal attire, who from a stage box persistently interrupted the 
act, to the great delight of audiences. The slim, short, derisive 
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spectator was played by a youth named Charles Spencer Chaplin, 
who thought himself exceedingly well-ofE on a salary of sixty 
dollars a week. 

This was a good income to be earning at the age of twenty-one, 
and Chaplin’s poverty-stricken childhood freighted it with sugges- 
tions of respectability and social approval. He had always been an 
outsider, hungrily looking at the inaccessible delights enjoyed by 
the privileged and prosperous. The son of obscure music-hall 
singers, his father had died when he was three years old, and soon 
aftervrards his mother, ill and without means of support, put him 
in an almshouse.. This transfer to incarceration from the freedom 
of mean streets in a London slum left a deep impression on the 
boy’s mind; he felt it to be a disgrace, and he knew that gruelling 
poverty had been its cause. One incident, which he recounted long 
after becoming world famous, showed the efEect of this experience 
on his view of life. On Christmas, a table was spread with bags 
of candy, picture books and other small gifts for the children, who 
formed in line to pass it and receive their bounty. Chaplin, aged 
seven, had fixed his heart on a big, fat, red apple — the largest one 
he had ever seen. The line moved, until at last he was fifth from 
the table; then a matron pounced on him, removed him from the 
line and told him, brutally, that he would receive no present; this 
was his punishment for some minor infraction of rules. “I have 
always found that red apple of happiness just within reach of my 
hand,” Chaplin told the writer, Benjamin De Casseres, in 1920, 
“whai some invisible presence or force drags me away just as I am 
about to grab it.” In one or another form, this conviction was to 
pervade the best of Chaplin's pictures. 

After his mother’s recovery and return to the stage, Chaplin 
was taken out of the almshouse and put to work as a child actor in 
the companies with which she toured. At thirteen he was one of a 
group of juvenile dancers and singers known as the Eight Lan- 
cashire Lads. Soon afterwards, he determined to break into the 
legitimate theater. In 1905, when he was sixteen, he played the 
role of a Cockney page-boy in a one-act Sherlock Holmes playlet 
which the American star, William Gillette, used as a curtain-raiser 
for Clarice, \h& comedy in which he was being presented at the 
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Duke of York’s Theater. Though Chaplin scored a success with 
critics and audiences, he could secure no other parts; he was too 
old for boys’ roles and not sufficiently mature to play an adult. He 
therefore joined Fred Kamo’s pantomime troupe as an apprentice, 
and during the following five years acquired the technique, and 
much of the material, that made his early films outstanding. 

At the Orpheum Theater in New York City, Adam Kessel saw 
A Night in an English Music Hall, was impressed by the perform- 
ance of the comic, heckling drunk in the box, and sent for the 
unknown player, to whom he offered a salary of one hundred and 
fifty dollars a week for a year’s work in Mack Sennett’s Keystone 
comedies. However much tempted by the money, Chaplin was 
extremely dubious. It seemed foolish to abandon the stage for 
pictures; most actors still considered that the transfer entailed a 
loss of prestige. And the pictures might not be an appropriate 
medium for his type of pantomime. If he failed to make good, he 
would be stranded in a strange country. In the end he was per- 
suaded to sign a contract, and crossed the continent with golden 
visions of becoming a romantic actor. When told that his first role 
was that of a man with a limp and a backache trying to carry a 
trunk, and also balance a coal scuttle on his head while climbing a 
greasy ladder, Chaplin was indignant. He refused to undertake 
the role; but the prospect of a long, fruitless trip back to Broadway 
subsequently convinced him that “It was a good plan to try 
anything once.’’ This was in December, 1913, and Chaplin never 
thereafter quit the films. 

His early work with Sennett was not happy. The master of 
slapstick wanted broad exaggeration, whirlwind action; Chaplin’s 
method of pantomime was deliberate, relied upon understatement 
for its effects. It was not until he talked Sennett into letting him 
act in his own way, and direct his own pictures, that Chaplin 
scored his first success. Meanwhile, having noticed that his cos- 
tumes and make-up in no way distinguished him from Sennett’s 
other comedians, Chaplin proceeded to create the absurd, pathetic 
little tramp-dandy in whose guise he soon would wriggle helplessly 
to world fame. His patched shoes and enormous trousers were 
twice too large. His frayed cutaway coat, chequered waistcoat, and 
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bowler hat were all too small. His wistful aspiration to elegance 
was apparent in his cropped mustache, his jaunty handling of a 
bamboo cane, the crumpled rag of a handkerchief that extruded 
from his breast-pocket, the tattered carnation which he sported 
as a boutonniere. Altogether, he represented the social outcast’s 
yearning for a larger life, nourished only on day-dreams and 
togged out in booty snatched from ashcans. 

In his Keystone pictures, Chaplin was little more than a comic, 
suggestive figure; often a mere target for custard pies. Confronted 
by the majesty of the law, or any physically superior force, he 
trembled in fear. Plunged always into situations that rob the 
individual of his self-respect and make him ridiculous to others, 
the little tramp pretended that nothing unusual was happening 
and became obstinately intent on preserving his personal dignity. 
But audiences everywhere roared with laughter at his antics, his 
funny walk, the eloquent shrug with which he indicated that, 
however incomprehensible the vicissitudes of life may be, one 
must somehow make the best of them. In his year with Keytsone, 
Chaplin appeared in thirty-five pictures, and fan mail flooded the 
studio. Before long, the press remarked that the Chaplin “shorts” 
were more popular with the public than many of the new, pre- 
tentious feature films. He signed a new contract with Essanay, the 
company headed by “Broncho Billy” Anderson and George K. 
Spoor. This permitted him to choose his own stories and direct 
his pictures; it also paid him twelve hundred and fifty dollars 
each week for a year’s work. But before the contract had run its 
course, the Mutual Film Company offered him a total of six 
himdred and seventy thousand dollars for his services the following 
year. And while he was still working for Mutual, the First National 
group announced that he would presently transfer to them for a 
sum said to be in excess of one million dollars. 

In little more than three years, the unknown vaudeville actor 
became the most universally beloved personality of the screen. 
Miss Pickford was his sole rival in compensation. But Chaplin’s 
audiences included segments of the public whose allegiance she 
never won. He was the delight of American children. Parents 
made the privilege of attending his pictures a reward for good 
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behavior, and withheld it as a disciplinary measure of punishment. 
At the other end of the scale, he became a cult among the in- 
tellectuals. Mrs. Minnie Maddem Fiske, the most “highbrow” 
actress of the day, paid tribute to his arresting art in Harper's 
Weekly. The social significance of his pictures excited the editors 
of The New Republic, a new liberal weekly of considerable in- 
fluence, and Chaplin became, as was said at the time, “the pet of 
philosophers.” Columnists like Heywood Broun and critics of the 
drama like Percy Hammond wrote of him enthusiastically and 
often. But perhaps even more important than his conquests of 
children and the intelligentsia was his phenomenal appeal for 
urban Americans of both the middle and lower classes. Main Street 
adored him only less than Miss Pickford. But the cities which 
received her pictures coolly turned out in force for his. 

Like Finley Peter Dunne’s “Mr. Dooley” some years earlier, 
Chaplin’s sad little tramp resembled a plumb line that passed 
through all the layered strata of the American social order. Both 
were daring creations and, despite their dissimilarity, they had one 
element in common. Dooley came of the despised immigrant class 
and practised the disreputable trade of barkeeping. Chaplin’s 
tramp was even further removed from respectability. He led his 
precarious existence outside the boundaries of society, and his 
frustrations were the result of his imwillingness, or inability, to 
conform to its rules. Both characters were Tmtouched by the 
authority of convention, and that of traditional social dogmas. 
They refused to be awed by wealth or prestige. They would not be 
deluded by shams or hypocrisies. With equal impudence, they 
rejected the standards of value imposed by the established order 
to assure its own maintenance. What they offered the American 
people was a report on society from the vantage point of ostracized 
dissent. 

As soon as Chaplin was released from restrictions he began to 
experiment with satire, and feel his way toward the social criticism 
that became so pronounced in the films which he made between 
the two World Wars. His first gesture of independence was to 
make a film called His New Job, which made fun of himself and 
his public. It gently ridiculed the current worship of movie stars by 
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elevating Chaplin’s tramp, with dizzying speed, from the humble 
circumstances of a laborer’s helper to the golden fortunes of a 
popular idol. Then, iaThe Tramp, he brought his perennial hero 
into full relief. The tramp was an outcast, but nevertheless a free 
individual. He tried to win approval and material success by 
sacrificing his liberty and conforming to the accepted code. Failing 
in this, the audience saw him — as it was to see him again and 
again in the future — wandering dejectedly, alone, down an endless 
road. Suddenly, with a shrug of his shoulders, he flipped up his 
heels and ambled gaily off toward the horizon, resigned to his 
solitude but prizing his independence. In other early films, Chaplin 
satiiized the national love of sports, the stupidities of the law, the 
high and unwarranted respect accorded to financiers and industrial 
tycoons. With sly malice he suggested, in a picture called Work, 
that most Americans, instead of working so that they may live, are 
compelled by social pressures to live for work alone. The film 
su^ested that society offers them the illusive hope of future 
leisure, but so arranges their existence that their sole leisure 
occurs in daydreams that never will be realized. 

Increasing acclaim and prestige strengthened Chaplin’s desire 
to give his pictures greater significance. An intensifying seriousness 
of purpose became evident in his work. “My pictures have always 
been for the underdog,” he was to explain mciny years later. “They 
have always tried to create pity. I think pity is a great attribute 
of civilization. Without it we have no civilization.” Evocation 
of pity for the weak, outcast, the socially disinherited and under- 
privileged became a dominant motive with him. His little tramp 
was transformed into a champion of the oppressed. In Easy Street, 
as a reformed derelict, he joined the police force and liberated a 
slum neighborhood from the toughs who had terrorized it. In 
The Immigrant, Chaplin ironically contrasted a view of the Statue 
of Liberty with one of the steer^e passengers who ^ed at it, 
confined and herded together, penned as if they were cattle and 
not human beings. To Chaplin, the inherent dignity of the in- 
dividual, and his fundamental right to pursue happiness in his 
own way, seemed supremely important. He saw both being cu]> 
tailed by social forces so complex that the individual could ho 
longer understand them, so powerful that he could no longer 
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resist them. This was the burden of A Do^s Life, in which the 
tramp, with his canine pet, strove for the right to think and live 
independently, and escaped the various forms of regimentation 
imposed by society by quietly paying — in poverty, discredit and 
loneliness — the price extorted for individual freedom. The life 
of the common man, Chaplin implied, was little more propitious 
than that of a stray cur — ^yet everyone, by tolerance, sympathy and 
kindliness, could make it easier to bear. 

In Shoulder Arms, which Chaplin made after the United States 
entered the First World War, he once again spoke for the 
“underdog”; this time, the army private. Advised by his friends to 
delay its release because of its “bad taste,” he finally permitted it 
to reach the screen shortly before the Armistice, and it became the 
most successful of his pictures up to that time. The picture was 
filled with biting satire on war itself, and on the humiliations and 
hardships of the average soldier’s existence; chiefly, it stressed 
the indignity of being reduced to the condition of an anonymous 
integer in a vast aggregation. All of Chaplin’s hatred for a regi- 
mented society found vent in this comic portrayal of the most 
completely regimented group in the American social order. Yet 
this picture nowhere met with greater favor than among the 
American army, for whom it was screened in canteens, hospitals 
and rest camps across the Atlantic as well as in the United States. 
They recognized that it captured the essence of the average enlisted 
man’s wartime experience as he himself understood it. But they 
realized, also, that it did something more. For, more poignantly 
than any of his previous pictures, it expressed Chaplin’s strong 
conviction that, whatever his circumstances, genuine happiness 
always remained within reach of the common man. However 
oppressed or humiliated, however lacking in the material posses- 
sions that secured a position of consequence in society, to be happy 
he need only find harmony within himself. In the world of his 
imagination and thought, he could achieve the dignity of which 
his environment deprived him. He could then laugh at circum- 
stance, at the sorry figure he presented to the outward scene. 
Armored by his self-respect, he could contentedly dream of the 
coming of a better day. 

It was, no doubt, the unexpected, extraordinary success of 
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Ae poM-wwr era. changed Charies Chaplin, 
-^^naiiMMbfeJWfitle. teniiroenial iaiiriii inio a powerlul and 
of ihe Affloican lodal icene. 


4 Lodint ki TrouM* 

Meanwhile, Williwn Selig had been pondering whai appeared to 
le a aousd coaoiiN^rdal notion. The pubtkaiion of aerial works 
hrmig^t magaainea and MW^peis a continutiiMi lale: reados, 
havhDf enjofed the Bnt kMallmoit. would repeat their purchase 
ot the pubUouion until the story had run to iu conclusion. Why 
dtoiild not the aune prind{de be applied to motion pictures— 
specially ahKe the result would be to bring pet^le back, wedt 
aito week, to their ne%hborhood theaters? And would not the 
attraction of aerial pictures be enhanced by having the storks 
publii^ed siinultanetnisly as newspaper features? Selig suluniited 
this project to the Chioigo TribuM. which only five years earlier 
had proposed to abolish the nkkelodeuns. In l)rt eml*rr, 1913. the 
Tribune began publkatitHi of The Atiivnium of A'aihfyn. and 
the first instalinient of this hair-raising irrial. starring handunne 
' Kathlyn Wiliiams. came to the tcrem. Week after week, with 
mccnnparable adroitness and agility. Miss Wittianw ewaped from 
disaster with her honor unsullied and her body unbirmiahed. 
only to be plunged, before the end of tire picture, into a situation 
even more dreadful— and be left there, in misery and drsfiair. 
until, in the next imtallroeni. her ingenuity wuuM once agaht 
achieve her liberation. Only the moM sour of critics, like Vachel 
Lindsay, eager 10 have the motion picture interpret ' ilic largew 
conceivable ideas that ewne within the ranfpr of the ptawk aris.** 
would assert fiatly that "Kathlyn had no especial adventures." 
Over the nation, audiences did nm agree. For presently serial filnw 
achieved a wide popularity, especially with the groups that had 
formerly patranired the nkkekxkons. 

"Ihe moR ntoKMful trf these ihrillmrs was. unc{urMicinably. 
The Perth of Pauline, played by Fearl White, Paul Panm and 
Crane Wilbur, whkh b^n iu long unfolding on tlw screen early 
in 1914, and was dmultaneously lyndkated to an ragrr tiuiilic in 
the newspapers <rf William Randolph llrarsi. Almost ovrrnkhi. it 
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lifted Miss White, who until then had been an obscure player in 
slapstick comedies, into a blazing limelight of celebrity; shortly 
afterwards, her fan mail would reach the alarming total of ten 
thousand lettem every week. Sophisticated Americans, sensitive to 
the grotesque improbabilities of this sensational thriller, dismissed 
it as irrelevant and ridiculous. They were wrong. For it was a 
kind of allegory, a translation into fanciful terms of a social 
situation that had developed from the changing status of American 
women. The drift of women into industry that had begun before 
the turn of the century was now at full flood. Women had become 
wage-earners, but by greatly increasing the labor pool, they had 
depressed their own compensation. In competition with men, their 
only economic claim to acceptance was the simple feet that they 
received less pay. In 1914, when The Perils of Pauline came to 
the screen, nearly half of the nonprofessional women wage-earners 
above the age of sixteen were receiving less than six dollars a 
week; nearly three-quarters were receiving less than eight. Econo- 
mists asserted that seven dollars was necessary for bare subsistence, 
and more than eight was needed to furnish a living wage. In these 
circumstances was it remarkable that Miss White, from week to 
week pitting her wits against the malevolence of men, should 
seem, to hard-pressed factory workers and salesgirls, to be living 
out on the higher plane of romantic allegory the hazardous adven- 
ture of their own lives? 

Heaven would protect the working girl, the popular song 
asserted, but in her weekly encotmter with a hostile world, in her 
hairbreadth escapes from a doom worse than death. Miss White 
relied less on providence than on common sense, resourcefulness, 
determination and physical vigor. A girl’s best friend is herself, was 
the moral of her story; and who could know how many equally 
harassed yoimg women took courage from the perpetual triumph 
of her exemplary assurance? For, as Miss White subsequently 
explained, the perils she endured and overcame often struck terror 
in her heart. “In the first three episodes I had to play tennis, which 
I could not. I had to take a flight in an airplane, which I didn’t 
like much, because it was supposed to crash to the ground in a 
wreck. Then I had to drive a motor car through water, fire and 
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sand. This also didn’t sound reasonable. Then I had to go to sea 
in a yacht, which was till right, only that I was to jump overboard 
just as the boat was blown up by the villain, and I couldn’t swim. 
Then I was to be in a captive balloon — ^but oh! the villain was to 
cut the rope and I was to go sailing about for a while, then drop 
an anchor, whidi was to catch in a tree, and I was to descend some 
two hundred and fifty feet on this, reaching a cliff on the side 
of a mountain. ..." What wonder that Miss White reflected: “The 
picture business is certainly not one of ease and comfort, and I 
think I can modestly say that my lot is just a little bit harder than 
most of the others in the profession, because I’m always doing 
some new stunt and nursing a lot of cuts, bruises and sprains in 
consequence.’’ 

Miss White was able to play her screen role with admirable 
conviction, and if she became the heroine of the imderpaid women 
workers it was perhaps because of this persuasiveness. She was the 
better able to translate their lives into allegory for having, quite 
literally, anticipated their experiences. And, in her later career, she 
was to show them how far an underprivileged American girl might 
go in this world — if she chose to. She was bom and spent her 
childhood in a country town in Missouri: her family were very 
poor. Known in the neighborhood as a tomboy, and disapproved, 
her favorite recreation was performing on a trapeze. At the age of 
fourteen, she ran away with a traveling circus, which paid her 
eight dollars a week and board; a bad fall soon brought her circus 
career to an end. Returning home, she went to work in a printing 
establishment, but the monotony of her job oppressed her, and 
presently she ran away again, with a barnstorming troupe iii Which 
she played small parts. Eager to win recognition, she attempted a 
song-and-dance turn between the acts, in Natchez, Mississippi. 
Southern chivalry was in decline; the audience pelted her with 
rotten e^. Stranded in C2xarleston, South Carolina, she took a job 
as stewardess on a boat bound for Cuba, jumped ship in Havana, 
and worked as an entertainer in a caf^. When she had earned 
enough money to buy steerage passage to Buenos Aires, she set off 
once more, landing in that city on her seventeenth birthday. She 
worked there until she could afford to ship back to New Orleans, 
and make her way home. 
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With what seems singular optimism, her fether apprenticed 
her to a dressmaker. Respectable toil did not long detain her; she 
ran away with a touring stock company. As an actress, Miss White 
was no genius; before long, she was ignominiously discharged. She 
tried to get jobs on Broadway, without success, joined a small- 
town stock company, and was advised, by a friendly member of 
the troupe, that she would probably do better in motion pictures 
— -the nickelodeon audiences were less critical. She found a job 
playing one-reel pictures which paid her thirty dollars a week. 
Her first sight of herself on the screen so destroyed her illusion 
of her beauty that, in grief, she disappeared for several days. But, 
sensibly remembering that a girl must eat, homely or not, she 
returned to her job. Thereafter, she floated from one picture 
factory to another, playing any roles that offered. 

By the summer of 1913, her bank account showed a balance of 
six thousand dollars, more money than she had ever dreamed of 
possessing. So she sailed for England, first class, on the fashionable 
S. S. Olympic, and during the voyage met a friendly oflScer of the 
British Army who invited her, after their arrival, to luncheon in 
his London home. The elegance of his establishment impressed 
her; she was gratified by being the only feminine guest; she was 
flattered by the presence of Lord Kitchener, invited to meet her. 
But, seated at table, she was paralyzed by fright. The footmen in 
livery, the bewildering battery of forks, knives and spoons, the 
elevated conversation which she didn’t understand, intensified her 
sense of inadequacy. “Gentlemen,” said Miss White, with a pro- 
phetic forecast of The Perils of Pauline, “I am sorry, so very sorry, 
that I stayed here to wreck your luncheon. To be truthful, l am all 
wrong, I am absolutely bewildered by the whole surroundings. I 
don’t know what all this collection of knives and forks means. 
Your gang of servants make me nervous. I don’t know when to 
eat, what to eat, or how to eat it; in other words, I’m sunk, and 
there is no use trying to bluff it out.” From that moment forward, 
she enjoyed a spectacular social success. 

When, after seven months of holiday on the Continent — ^she 
managed to win nine thousand dollars at the roulette tables of 
Monte Carlo, and promptly spent it all on an elaborate Paris 
wardrobe — she returned home. The Perils of Pauline, and fame. 
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awaited her. She played many other serials and, nine years later, 
having amassed the comfortable fortune of two million dollars, 
she retired from the screen. It was then, however, that her second 
career opened. Migrating to France, she maintained a home in 
Paris and an elaborate villa in Rambouillet, where she lived and 
entertained fastidiously. The little dressmaker’s apprentice, the 
imsuccessful actress, the lowly slapstick comedian of early films 
who a decade before had been distracted by the multiple mystery 
of knives and forks, now kept a racing stable and was the center of 
a fashionable international set. People who had never heard of 
“the lady daredevil of the fillums” knew Pearl White, the fabulous 
American who inaugurated the Parisian vogue for colored wigs, 
whose whims created fads, whose presence in a nightclub with her 
retinue assured its success. 

Occasionally, her old love of the theater disputed her enjoy- 
ment of the larger life. She made infrequent appearances in 
French music halls, and once went to London to be featured in a 
revue. As was her custom, now, she made this journey in the grand 
manner. Crossing the English Channel, a whole deck was reserved 
for her use. She was taken to London on a special train bearing 
large signs that read “Pearl White’s Special.” At the station, a fleet 
of motor cars was drawn up, all labelled, "Awaiting arrival of 
Pearl White’s Special.” But Londoners, mildly puzzled, merely 
asked who Pearl White was, and nobody seemed to know. A year 
before her death. Miss White paid a visit of state to Hollywood. 
Three studios, remembering that her name on a theater poster 
had once drawn crowds to the box-ofiice, offered to promote a 
return to the screen. “Why should I?” Miss White retorted. “I have 
plenty of money. I’m happy now. Why should I come to Holly- 
wood? Do I look crjtzy?” 

To this Hollywood had no ready answer; Miss White had 
tactlessly expressed what far too many of its elite felt, yet never 
dared to say. But Hollywood, like the rest of the country, was 
often swept by nostalgia for the past, for the remote times when 
life had been more agreeable, less perplexing, when skies were 
sunnier and the future implied promise rather than misgivings. 
This was its mood in 1947, when it made a film about Pearl White: 
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The Perils of Pauline. Miss White herself might have been 
astonished by the degree of honor to which the tribute attested. 
For, to impersonate her before a generation to which even her 
name was probably unknown, Hollywood had chosen one of its 
most popular stars. Miss Betty Hutton, whose alluring image was 
indelibly fixed on the national consciousness by magazines, news- 
papers and the ubiquitous billboards of the American landscape. 
Oldsters who remembered Miss White went to see the film in 
sentimental piety. Though still young enough to respond to Miss 
Hutton’s attractions, their emotions were mixed. 

Hadn’t there been more to the girl than that} 

5 Sex Was Sultry 

In the pleasant days before the First World War, advertisements 
in magazines and newspapers furnished, as always, a reliable guide 
to the nation’s mores. You would have noticed that the ladies who 
chastely displayed lingerie suggested a cosy domesticity. Sweet- 
hearts they might be, but they were indubitably wives and mothers 
in the future, and not the conditional, tense. Rouge, used only by 
actresses and fancy women, was not advertised. Rice powder was 
offered discreetly. Feminine readers did not need to be told that, 
properly applied, it would be imperceptible. Scents were prin- 
cipally floral. They were intended to gratify a desire for luxury, 
not to bait a mantrap. The clean-cut, rugged young men who 
displayed the latest fashions in collars and other wearing apparel 
likewise illustrated the pattern of aspiration that society had de- 
vised for the well-bred girl. Handsome though they were, these 
young men had the look of good providers, pleasing to prospective 
fathers-in-law. The day had not yet come when they would 
exemplify an irresistible temptation to casual surrender. American 
mores were the expression of a whaleboned morality, and most 
decent folk preferred to leave one of its major premises unstated. 
Sex was a signpost pointing to the altar and the stork. Nobody 
foresaw that it was to become a social pastime. 

Sex was introduced to the motion pictures by earnest re- 
formers, in the guise of vice. As the second decade of the century 
opened, and women poured into industrial centers in search of 
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jobs, the civic conscience of Americans was profiniiKily stiiwkcti by 
one social result of eomomk progreis. an im rrasr in priMtiiutimt. 
ITic Rockefciier foundation issued a mclanchiily iF|itsrt mi "w tiiiv 
slavery." In New York City, District Attorney Clurirs Whitnuii— 
later to be Governor of die iiate— exposed and proxt nird a "viie 
trust." Under the leadership of prominent t iiwrns. various organi. 
rations were fomnkl to crusade against the aldiorrrnt evil and 
remedy the unsavory cwiditions which enabled it to Buuristi. On 
this wave of civic reform, a film was made dealing with white 
slavery, atleg^Iy dramatising the facts already made publk. 
Sanctioned by the Board trf Censondiip in New Vurk, explkiily 
approved by the District Attomey, and »ip|wirird liy trailing rr« 
form organizations. Traffm in Houb, a six reel fraitirr pkiiirr. was 
first shown at Weber’s Theater, in New Vurk t iiy. during tin? 
autumn of 1913.* soon was being exhtbiird i*y iwetily right pu litre 
houses in the metropolitan area; and was prririitly drawing % rowds 
to theaters diroughout tlic country. Its s}Mins«)ti had rvrts rraMMt 
to be satisfied widi thesucconof this venturr in piddu nhitatimr. 


And the motton-pkiure industry lontiinird to tM«>|Mrtatr with 
agencies of social welfare; the sciisafitMial and higidy jirolnable 
sermon was quickly repeated in a series of iniiilar puiuirs. Vri. 
had they foreseen die ultimate ccMisct|Mrncr> of ihnr tain limi, ihr 
zealous reformers who brmighi sex to the sirrrn migfn hate wnh 


held their approval. For the roorrs of the Atiirrnati firt^de wrre 
soon to undergo a drastic change, iaifv Jtst,iuti„rt iltai 
oae rdte Umte^S taiai.rdf itntvin tr the amltuttiv ly^ idd itadiitom. 

decisive put. 

'’***i*iiip^ 

—I he carliMt portent id ihia rrvoluiion itatird from the Irr- 
die imagination of William Fox. who^ proiiabiy unwiittiig|y>~. 
to the screen a technique of moral teai hing that tiad tirrn 
to its most eloquent rificacy in ilw sermons of )«>nailiatt 
JIdwards. Sin is a univemal malady, die world is full of snares ami 
temptations, yet mankind must aspire to viriuc and die nwwr 
allurmg^lbe lemptaiimii raikird. ihr gteairf ilir itirtH t 4 
mwl viaory. So piwaitls felt, in die rtghternili irniury. and 
pamted, in all their lurid, deceptive beauty, tire n is iiiai net 
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peiy*lly •alkli ilnr .oaU of ««,. Modem imprtmmmu should 
^vr m^r ihc glmermg exhoriaiioiw of Willima Fox even mom 
fonriully du«.a.,vr ilwin the u^rmom of Edw.nl,, But cynS^ 
Wfi«r.i,g .l,r,r nu.r.1 „».ive. eondemord them m . depmvSgS 
flurme. C^iuld fox jiMity be Uamed becauK the Amerimn people 

Why tirive to preach the gospel of puritanism. when 
by so amused the hostility trf all puritans? Yet Foat'i 

misskinary ardor was not to be discouraged. In three year, he 
out im Ins than forty pictorial admonitions to vfr^e. All 
M them conclus^ly dm,^ra,«l^ me«»s of . wanton dmJ 
i^t the wages of stn is death. Not the least remarhsble of their 
r^i. w^ a transwni con.rilmtion to the American languime. 
Ihe word vamp, cliirlly associated with footwear, suff^ a 
change m atMimnicat rmphasia and practically lost its pedal 

Z'rr,T ”*** a hiiifuingly common 

noun ami a regieitably active verb, lliii dinurhance in the 

|K.pu ar vmabiilary reHrcfed certain novelties that were being 
added It. Ihe reperimy of arcr,uable behavior. They were intrm 
duced by hiMs I heda llara. who every month on the screen 
lurnidted •(wi iat ular rvitirmr «l man's corrufnible nature. 

In her |Hiblit fumiiun. as ihe incentive to a high«- moral life. 
Mms iara was a mure memorable creation than any of the sermons 
•lie Illustrated. Site was. so to speak, an indtisirial product, as 
arilully designed to whet popular appetite as any automobile. A 
brilliant stad of r*|wris gave her a personality, equipped her with 
a legend, and made ifte nation aware of her with so stupefying a 
t^tfi{v|igtt of iHihlitiiy dial it might appitqiriately have hmi 
dnt rdird as a liarrage. The drum 4 re b^n wly in 1015 with 
die reW of |,rr first piemre. A foiA TAer, W«. bas^ «„ 
Rudyard Kipling s jiorm, ' I lie Vampire, • and showing the ability 
of 4 conscirm rlrss female to wreck die lives of men by a calculated 
use of her irnsual charms. White-faced, with brooding, heavy- 
liddrd ryes, and a dark c loud of liair. her coiubrine body sheathed 
III low cut gowns of glistening satin. Miss Bara was exmic. volup- 
lurnis and -in die pkiure—irresisiibly though fatally allurisig. 
Slie lypifted the imwer tliaf tan lie exerdsed hy a woman adept 
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in sensuality, coldly selfish, bent upon luxtiry and the satisfaction 
of her physical passions. She opened fresh vistas to decorous Amer- 
ican matrons, and introduced some disturbing notions into the 
domestic attitudes of the American male. 

Presently her photograph — sometimes with a skull, or crystal 
ball; sometimes with a skeleton stretched at her feet— was featured 
by newspapers and magazines throughout the country. So was her 
story. For Miss Bara, it appeared, was the actual embodiment of 
her screen role. Had she not been bom on the sands of the 
Sahara, the daughter of a French painter and his Arabian mistress? 
Bara was merely an anagram of Arab; Theda, an anagram of 
death. In childhood, this deadly Arab girl had been shunned 
by her schoolmates, for she was known to possess dangerous 
occult powers which she did not hesitate to use. She was unfathom- 
ably wicked, disastrously poisonous; the wedding march and cradle 
were singularly lacking in attraction for her. Arrangements were 
made for her to meet representatives of the press at the Blackstone 
Hotel, in Chicago. The city’s fihn censor declined an invitation to 
attend; his colleagues throughout the coimtry frequently objected 
to her pictures. Pallid, Isuiguid, black-clad. Miss Bara received in 
a darkened parlor draped in black and red, heavy with the per- 
fume of tuberoses and incense. When the last caller had departed, 
she ordered all the windows opened. “Give me air,” she gasped. It 
was, perhaps, a not unnatural request for a circumspect American 
girl whose name was Theodosia Goodman, who had been bom in 
Cincinnati to a respectable tailor and his wife, and who had been 
working as an occasional extra in films when she was casually 
chosen to become the vicarious, shadowy fulfillment of desires 
never before publicly acknowledged. 

As a symbol of masculine desire, and therefore a model for 
feminine emulation, Miss Bara’s ascendancy did not last long. Its 
brevity merely registered the force of her impact on American 
imaginations; she sophisticated them so rapidly that she made her 
own type obsolete. But in three years of hard, and often repeti- 
tious, effort she did much to soften the whalebones that kept 
morality rigid, and to undermine the conventions that protected 
it. Because of her, the “baby-vamp” became a problem to parents 



The Gods Arrive [TIT] 

and a nocturnal hazard to collegians. In millions of American 
homes the fumes of incense came to signify, not the presence of 
mosquitoes, but the anticipated arrival of a male caller. The 
undershot “Bara-look” was either an ominous hint of danger, or a 
half-explicit promise of pleasure, depending Upon the degree of 
emancipation achieved by the female who practised it. For a while, 
feminine ambulation was slithery, and feminine posture languor- 
ous. An exotic pallor was cultivated by the most robust; necklines 
dropped alarmingly; and in a sudden wave of black that crossed 
the land, nubile girlhood appeared to be adopting rmiversal 
mourning. For Miss Bara made voluptuousness a common Amer- 
ican commodity, as accessible as chewing gum. And when this 
had been done, the old order was exposed to successful assault. 

But its final overthrow required the co-operation of American 
men. To enlist this, a hero was needed. And was it not only just 
that, having shaped herself according to the presumptive desires 
of men, woman should now turn a critical eye on the supposedly 
seething sex? By now, she had worked out a new pattern of as- 
piration. She had learned from Miss Bara that she could win 
power by exercising a cultivated sensuality. Her immediate prob- 
lem was to find men who understood what this implied, and were 
capable of responding appropriately. She was no longer satisfied 
to consider the male merely as prospective husband, provider and 
potential parent. She didn’t think that presiding over the narrow 
domestic margin of his existence promised her a full life. She 
looked at the current American man, and decided that she wanted 
a different type. AU unconscious of what was in store for him, the 
male took to grumbling about feminine unrest. It was in 1921, 
shortly after youth returned from the World War, that the movies 
furnished American women with an image of their needs. He 
proved to be devastatingly provocative. And the overwhelming 
force of feminine adulation compelled the questing American 
male, however reluctantly, to study him as a model and profit by 
the lesson if he could. 

Rudolph Valentino did not have that good-provider look 
which, so few years earlier, had been the unique criterion of 
masculine charm. His peculiar attraction had little to do with 
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the promise of economic security; it produced insecurity in quite 
another department. Valentino, as H. L. Mencken said, was “cat- 
nip for women.” His first film. The Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse, made this sensationally obvious. Dark, handsome in 
an exotic fashion, his sideburns, passionate air and Latin gallantry, 
his grace in dancing the tango, his sophisticated way of making 
love — aU these quickened the pulses of iimumerable women, and 
instantaneously set the new standard iot masculine sex-appeal. 
The term itself was coined to account for his prodigious effect, 
and it indicated how far the revolution in American mores had 
proceeded. 

Like Miss Bara, Valentino had been casually chosen for his 
high destiny. Unlike her, he required no legend to launch him; 
he soon found it impossible to avoid the perpetual limelight of 
publicity. He came from Italy to the United States in 1913, seek- 
ing work as a gardener, and failed to find it. It was said that he 
worked as a bus-boy, a waiter, a barber; this he denied. During the 
vogue of exhibition dancing in cabarets, as nightclubs were then 
called, he served as partner to Miss Bonnie Glass and Miss Joan 
Sawyer, two popular performed. He progressed to minor roles on 
the stage, eventually drifted to Hollywood, and occasionally found 
equally minor roles in the movies. Married to a screen actress 
while still vmknown, he was divorced by her soon after his swift 
success. His too-prompt remaridage was presently to involve him 
in transient, but widely publicized, difficulties with the law. It was 
the first alliance between Hollywood and old wealth; his bride, 
professionally known as a writer under her pseudonym of Natacha 
Rambova, was the step-daughter of Richard Hudnut, a millionaire 
manufcicturer of cosmetics. Miss Rambova subsequently divorced 
Valentino, but after his death she published a book about him 
which revealed the unsuspected ffict that he possessed occult 
powers as a medium and clairvoyant. Could these dark resources 
have contributed to his hypnotic influence from the screen? 
Apparently not; for at the height of his celebrity, Valentino pro- 
duced a volmne of verse. Day Dreams, which communicated to 
an adoring public his views on love, passion, kisses and kindred 
topics. His views did not indicate any need for co-operation by 
mystical forces. 
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Always playing romantic roles, Valentino made a series of 
phenomenally successful pictures. His fan mail broke all records 
in the industiry. Valentino fan-clubs sprang up in every city 
throughout the country. Though harassed husbands discoursed 
unkindly about the American woman’s queer preference for a 
“lounge-lizard” or “gigolo,” this preference soon began to yield 
results. Barbers reported a growing vogue for sideburns. Manu- 
facturers of hair tonic learned that die demand for good, old- 
hishioned bay rum had evaporated. A huge business suddenly 
developed in pomades that would keep men’s hair sleek and shiny. 
Teachers of ballroom dcmcing were made prosperous by the 
glamor with which Valentino had invested the tango; connubial 
pressure added mastery of this complicated footwork to the 
ordinary hazards confronting the American businessman. In an 
editorial aggressively tided “Pink Powder Puffs,” the Chicago 
Tribune accused Valentino of responsibility for the American 
male’s new, disgraceful habit of applying powder to his face after 
shaving. Valentino denied the charge, and challenged the anony- 
mous writer of the editorial to a duel; when that unfortunate 
person refused to disclose his identity, the great star declared that 
his honor had been satisfied, and the ominous issue was dropped. 
Meanwhile, in every American community, under the tremendous 
compulsion of feminine idolatry, yoimg Americans were trying 
to make themselves over in the image of an image. The drugstore 
cowboy painfully sought to become a sheik. 

Five years after his ascent to fame, Rudolph Valentino died 
in New York City. His body was taken to lie in state at a Broadway 
“funeral parlor.” Publicity representatives of this establishment, 
and of the dead star, furnished the press liberal assistance in 
reporting this melancholy item of news. The result was a crowd 
which stretched for eleven blocks along Broadway. A street riot 
occurred in whieh scores of people were injured; mounted police 
had to charge into the unruly mob. A seemingly endless proces- 
sion of curious men and grief-stricken women filed past Valentino’s 
bier. He had been heavily in debt when he died. But so unique 
was his appeal that it forced Hollwood to shatter a precedent. 
Unreleased pictures that he had made were brought to the screen 
after his death; they wiped out his debts and produced a six- 
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hundred-thousand-dollar balance to the credit of his estate. The 
historian Frederick Lewis Allen, reporting Valentino’s obsequies 
as a phenomenon characteristic of American life in the nineteen- 
twenties, recorded the regret of high-minded citizens that the 
death of Charles William Eliot, president-emeritus of Harvard, 
which occurred at about the same time as Valentino’s, had caused 
no comparably spectacular lamentations. Yet, in his own way, had 
not Valentino also civilized and educated the young American 
male? 

Certainly the American woman and the American girl seemed 
to think he had. Three years after his death, a touching and 
revealing volume was published: What the Fans Think of Rudy 
Valentino. One of the tributes, written by a woman in Colfax, 
Illinois, may have spoken for a large segment of American woman- 
hood. “He thrilled them all, yes, all, I say. The great, the humble, 
the rich, the poor. His charms brought joy to many a maid, and 
taught a courteous gallantry to our youths. He filled vain dreams 
of many wives, and made a lover of many a commonplace man. 
... He created an ideal for men to live up to. He made some 
better.’’ 

Twenty years after his death, Valentino fan-clubs continued 
to exist in the United States. The memory of an image had not 
yet been exorcised from the hearts of women already middle-aged, 
perhaps even old. 

6 Behind the Screen 

When, in 1913, it became obvious that die screens of the nation 
were to be permanently dominated by feature films, a serious 
problem confronted owners of picture houses. Their profits had 
been based on short programs, and a rapid turnover of audiences; 
the new long films radically altered this situation. One solution 
to the problem would be to offset reduced turnover by a sharp 
increase in the seating capacity of theaters. This experiment was 
presendy undertaken by Mitchell L. Mark, a veteran of the penny 
arcade era who had built up a chain of houses in Western New 
York. He starded the industry by beginning construction of the 
Strand Theater, on Broadway, in New York City — ^a vast audi- 
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torium capable of seating nearly three thousand people. It de- 
parted significantly from standard theater design by eliminating 
the socially humiliating gallery, and placed its audiences on two 
levels, in an orchestra and balcony. Opened in the spring of 1914, 
the new theater — it offered a weekly change of program and 
played five shows daily — was immediately successful. Its example 
was therefore widely imitated. Within two years, approximately 
twenty-one thousand newly built, or largely remodelled, picture 
houses were completed throughout the country. The nickel- 
odeons, suddenly made obsolete, soon disappeared entirely. 

In the larger cities, they were replaced by palaces like the 
Strand. These achieved new heights of ostentation and luxury: 
ornate lobbies, elaborate lounging rooms, enormous crystal chan- 
deliers, richly decorated walls and ceilings, costly carpets and 
comfortable seats, large orchestras directed by popular conductors, 
cathedral organs. Neighborhood theaters eliminated a few of the 
more expensive features, and reduced the elaboration, but at- 
tempted to preserve the effect of luxury. And even on the 
country’s Main Streets, simpler versions of the metropolitan 
palaces soon became the standard index of an up-and-coming 
town, as useful for purposes of community boosting as the local 
chapter of Rotary. The arresting new “temples of the silent 
drama” conferred on the motion pictures an ultimate accolade of 
respectability, surrounding them with an atmosphere of grandeur 
which proclaimed them to be no longer an entertainment for the 
poor and ignorant. For their patronage, these temples depended 
on the nation’s populous and prosperous middle classes. The 
picture-going public was thus enormously expanded. 

This expansion of the public had significant results. The 
industry realized that it had notably raised the cultural level of 
audiences. To be successful, it was obvious that pictures must 
appeal to a standard of taste more worldly, discriminating and 
perhaps intelligent than they had previously been required to 
meet. Nobody could accurately measure the degree of sophistica- 
tion represented by the new audience; for a time, the industry 
was able to rely only on a method of trial and error; since costs 
of production had risen enormously, economic caution tended to 
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restrain experiment. More than ever, it appeared probable that 
the character and content of pictures would be determined by 
businessmen with large investments at stake, and interested 
mainly in securing an assured return on them. Yet certain forces 
operated in the opposite direction. Expansion of the public, by 
immensely increasing the financial rewards of success, attracted 
new producers of pictures into the industry. Their arrival m- 
tensified competition for the public’s favor. And this keenness 
of competition brought about qualitative improvements which 
otherwise might have been longer postponed. By exercising its 
final authority through the box-office, the public itself took a hand 
in shaping developments, and though often it appeared not to 
know what it wanted, its disinclinations were usually made 
obvious. 

Behind the screen, and more powerful than the godlike stars 
who were actually their puppets, stood the businessmen who pro- 
duced pictures and the showmen who created them. Though their 
attitudes towaid their product were divergent, neither could 
prosper without the other. Businessmen, engaged in a mass-pro- 
duction industry, with quantity of output essential for large-scale 
operations, naturally wished to standardize their product so far as 
possible. Stars were one means of standardization, and the reduc- 
tion of picture content to. a few simple types — ^melodramas, 
romances, comedies, westerns and others — ofEered another. By 
combining both, pictures that were stereotyped in theme, plot and 
direction could be turned out on a wholesale scale. In so far as 
the views of businessmen prevailed, “formula pictures” became 
the industry’s principal product. But to these views, showmen 
opposed as much resistance as possible. Gifted with an intuitive 
sense of audience reaction, they were aware that standardization 
could operate only within definable limits. Novelty and originality 
were prime requisites; the product must be kept responsive to 
fluctuations in public tastes and interests. Showmen felt that, 
under highly competitive conditions, success was more likely to 
be achieved by daring experiment than by standardization and 
the repetition of stereotyped formulas. These divergent attitudes 
— ^the conservative and the radical — ^represented the extremes of 
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■endcncy within .hr induunt. In ihoe pmdiKing uniu which 
KhievH prrnuncmr ovmr .hr rnn. Uwy wnr utunlly hwraooiMd 
hy a dorainan. pmanali.y; a hyunaraan witf. a nronounoed 
flair h»r sitowmansiiip. ^ 

Bccai^ of ih* imponancc of nmiioo picturm a. . mcM anil 
enliinal fowc in Antertcan life, and brcauae of the power which 
Hfey eamiaed ihrough their control of the medium, thme men 
m far more lignificani at ahapen of the naUonal dviiimiiaii 
than waa usually rrtiiRniied. What American of his time enjoyed 
anUflTueme i^lrr thin that of WUiiaro Fox, for example? TTiis 
former narment worker, former nickelodeon owner, at the hei^t 
of his spectacular career dominaied enterprisea said to rement 
an inmimriH t4 lieiween four and five hundred millions of 
dollars t hey included rtRhi hundred theaters in the United 
States aUmr. as well as ilte production unit which kept these 
supplircl with pM lures Icm retained an autocratic mastery over 
ilie Miluirs and aciivtiies of his extraordinary proAt*making 
machine; the pic iures that bore his name were the product of his 
jiericaial lacirs. movkucms inirrrsis and view of life, i always 
hragRcd c»l the fact, he told ilw novelist Upton Sinclair, “that 
no icctNid of itiuM- contained in the iweniy four hcxtri ever passed 
but that ihe naiur tif William l-'m was ixi the screen, being 
exhibited in Mmir iltrairr. in tiime |jari of the world. “ The mnark 
indkaird ibr icnfie c»l his (lotrniial ability to influence ilie habiu 
and ofknicins of masses of people, to |iro(ciundly aflect their out- 
IcMik cm life and their ways of living. 

lo the Amerkan pcofile, men like Few were chiefly remark- 
able because their carters demonstrated the persisimicc df un- 
tiammelrd c^turiuniiy in iwroiieib ixmiury American society. 
ScM-ial rrfemners ibeorisis writers of bciioo might assert that the 
gaiea^y td ctp|Ktrtuniiy Had been forever cioaed to the common 
man; ibr rise of turn like Fox and /ukor from poverty to power 
expiktiiy dmird it, Yri surely mine remarkable liian Uiefar 
mairriat arhirvemmis was the fact that they and olhms like them 
hecame arcbiircis cd the culture whkh. by the middle of the 
century, was nmirishing an overwhelming majccriiy d the citiaens 
d the tinned Siaie* For the movies were not only ilie remation 
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most univenaliy patronaed by Amcrkam. Xbf moviw wrrr. even 
more import an tly, a major Jpurce of ihcitiikaa aWui life and the 
world in i?enmir For this rcaacwti. the mflurmr of makers of 
pIcwtSTupwripubUc opinion, ihe mores, the values to which 
American society gave its allegiance, probably far exceeded that 
of such eminent ctaiiemptwaries as, for example, the ptiilcMcifdier 
John Dewey, the juirisu Oliver Wendell Hidmes and lamis D. 
Brandeis, the social reformer Jane AtMams. or the novelists 
Theodore Dreiser and Sinclair Lewis. 

Few of these »narJtnowled Md ■rchitc cM of American cotiure 
had themselves enjoyed the advantage of exiehdrd formal ediwi.** 
tion, Lewjs j r iSiJmidt. whose career was meteoric, comparatively 
brief, but sigpniificant in the development of ptciurrs. wat the son 
of Russian immigrants. He spent his childluKiil m the »lums of 
New York’s lower East Side. Quilling school a* MM>n a* {Mmiblr. 
he took a job sweeping the floors of a jewelry ciore to time be 
advanced to the position of salesman, eventually iMmghi the store, 
and was a moderately prosperous mrnitani when hr ilrtrrmtnrd 
to enter the motion-picture busiiiess. C^allmg at the tfnivrrsal 
Pictures Corporation, he found its others in a state of siege eluting 
a battle for control by rival factions led by Paint k A Powers and 


Carl Laemmlc. "This was duck soup for me. Srlrtiu k afterwards 
recalled. "... 1 knew what i was after, so I a}>|K»intrd myself to a 
job, picked out a nice oflice. and went in and lottk it f his gm try 
with bells on. People came in and talked to me alNmi everything 
that was going cm, and pretty soon I knew all alunii it While 
the 1^1 battle for control of the rmn)tany ragnl. .SrUnuk 
assumed the post of its general manager, slirrwdly relying tm the 
probability that no cmc in auihortiy would nursiion lus ap|Mrini- 
ment to it. The ruse worked. When t.acmmlr rvrniually ousted 
the rwl fection, he discharged Sebnkk. Hut Sr Unit k had anpiired 
sufficient wpericnce of the busincis to form a com|Mriy of tos own 
This was in 1914. Three years later, testifying lirf«ire 4 C-origrrs 
sional committee that was investigating the indusiry. Sebnick 
asserted that "leii brains are necessary m the monon puturr 
businea than any other. As evidence for this cynical o|iinton. 
he offered die fact that, having founded a ccmtiiaos i»iili oiw 
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thousand dollars in actual capital, he had realized a profit of one 
hundred and five thousand dollars within ten weeks. 

Of movie magnate s, Samuel Goldwv n had the longest career 
ana^he~df’tEe most distinguished, and he enjoyed a wide celebrity 
for more than three decades. He was bom in the ghetto of 
Warsaw, Poland; his name was Samuel Goldfish. At the age of 
eleven he ran away from home, begged his way across Germany, 
and a year later was heaving coal in an English blacksmith shop. 
Finally reaching the United States, he entered the glove -making 
industry; at the age of thirty-three, he was chief sales executive 
for a prominent manufacturer. In 1913, with his brother-in-law, 
Jesse Lasky, the playwright, Cecil B. De Mille, and a theatrical 
lawyer named Arthur S. Friend, Goldwyn formed a company to 
produce a feature picture of the stage play. The Squaw Man. 
De Mille had been associated with David Belasco; Lasky, origi- 
nally a cometist, had become a producer of vaudeville acts, then 
had tried to laimch in New York a European type of music hall 
and restaurant which failed disastrously. Goldwyn, having no 
theatrical experience whatever, at first concentrated on selling 
the pictures which the new company turned out — with such 
success that, at the end of three years, when the company was 
merged with Adolph Zukor’s Famous Players, its original capital 
of thirty thousand dollars had reputedly been expanded to four 
millions. Goldwyn presently left the merger, formed another 
company, and still later became an independent producer. 

His widely publicized solecisms kept Goldwyn constantly 
before the American people. Some of them, exquisitely apt, passed 
into the language: “Include me out”; “A verbal contract isn’t 
worth the paper it’s written on”; “They’re always biting the hand 
that lays the golden egg”; “In two words, Im possible.” But they 
did scant justice to the mind of the man of whom Bernard Shaw 
once said, after Goldwyn had fruitlessly tried to persuade him to 
write a scenario, “There is only one difference between Mr. 
Goldwyn and myself. Whereas he is interested in art, I am in- 
terested in money.” For Goldwyn was neither ignorant nor un- 
educated; the historian Roger Butterfield described him as ‘'a 
highly cultivated man of many and diverse talents.” And that he 
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was interested in art was evident, not only from the high propor- 
tion of significant pictures which he produced, and his tireless 
efforts to secure the services of distinguished writers, but from his 
insistence upon quality as he understood it. He scrapped a picture 
that had cost nearly nine hundred thousand dollars, because it 
failed to satisfy him, and remade it. “I am a rebel,” he said of 
himself. ‘‘I defy every convention. I make a picture to please me — 
if it pleases me there is a good chance that it will please other 
people. But it has to please me first.” But if this appeared to 
indicate a certain complacency, perhaps a degree of arrogance 
natural to a man who, having landed in the United States as a 
penniless immigrant, achieved both fame and fortune, the im- 
pression was offset by another remark of Goldwyn’s. Shortly after 
one of his pictures had been acclaimed as the best ever made by 
any American prcxiucer, he was asked whether he would be able 
to rest content upon that achievement. “It is not good enough 
to be good,” he said. 

Less conspicuously in the limelight than Goldwyn, his con- 
temporary Louis B. M ayer rose from circumstances almost equally 
humble to a position of igreater industrial eminence. Mayer was 
a small businessman in Haverhill, Massachusetts, when he in- 
vested in a nickelodeon; eventually, he was made chief executive 
of the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studio. Under his direction, it 
became the most profitable unit in the industry, the studio of 
highest repute in Hollywood, and was faid to command the largest 
and brightest galaxy of creative talent engaged in the production 
of motion pictures. The most highly paid employee in the entire 
industry, Mayer was considered its dominant personality. An 
industrialist primarily, and conservative by temperament, he re- 
garded motion pictures as entertainment and was little given to 
complicating them by the intrusion of controversial issues. 

Of the younger producers, Irving Thalberg and Darryl F. 
Zanuck were probably the most outstanding. Thalberg, originally 
employed as a secretary to Carl Laemmle, was put in charge of 
the Universal Studios at the age of twenty-four, and his success 
there made him known as the “boy wonder” of the industry. 
Shortly afterward, he became assistant to Louis B. Mayer, under 
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whom he assumed direct charge o£ production at the Metro- 
Goldwyn-Mayer studio. Thalberg showed little inclination to 
treat, on the screen, any debatable aspects o£ American li£e. Yet his 
talent was considerable; he turned out a long series of pictures 
which were held to be as successful artistically as they were com- 
mercially; he was regarded as a pacemaker for the industry, and an 
important contributor to the advance of the motion picture 
during this period. It was generally believed that F. Scott Fitzgerald 
used Thalberg as a model for the central character of The Last 
Tycoon, his unfinished novel of Hollywood life. Unlike Thalberg, 
Zanuck founded his reputation on a cycle of pictures that exposed, 
with unprecedented realism, the national disgrace of gang rule 
and its alliance with corrupt politicians during the prohibition 
era. Zanuck’s pictures, which aroused public feeling to a high 
pitch, were supposed to have led the Federal government to 
initiate prosecution of A1 Capone, and other “public enemies” 
under the income-tax laws. And, in bringing to the screen John 
Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Zanuck laid down another 
challenge to the industry to deal honestly and courageously with 
the major social issues confronting Americans — a challenge as 
powerful as that issued, so many years earlier, by Porter and 
Griffith. 



CHAPTER IV 


The Mink Feedbag and 

the Diamond Fishbowl 


1 Quiet Suburb 

Shortly after Edisoir’s vitascope was introduced at Koster and 
Bial’s, H. H. Wilcox and his wife, residents of Los Angeles, pur- 
chased one hundred and twenty acres of land some eight miles 
northwest of that city. They subdivided this tract into blocks, 
cut roads through it, planted pepper trees along these vacant 
thoroughfares, and hopefully named their suburban development 
Hollywood. A post ofl5ce, established in the vicinity in iSgy, made 
this name official. The Pacific Ocean lay a dozen miles to the west 
of the new community, which was bordered on the north by the 
Santa Monica Mountains, later to become known as Hollywood 
Hills. When, in agio, the region was annexed by the city of Los 
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Angeles, it was still thinly settled. Two main roads ran westward 
to the sea. They had been ambitiously named Hollywood and 
Sunset Boulevards, and the latter was the fevorite route of city 
dwellers who wanted to reach the beaches of Santa Monica. Along 
both boulevards lay scattered wooden bungalows, ranch houses, 
groves of orange and lemon trees and open fields. 

By 1910, several independent producers of pictures were using 
Los Angeles as a base for winter operations, to escape the racket- 
eering squads and legal proceedings of the trust. Colonel William 
Selig, the first to travel westward, had been taken into the trust; 
but, having found Los Angeles a more favorable location than 
Chicago, he built a permanent studio two miles northwest of the 
center of the city. That same year, David Wark Griffith made the 
first of his annual expeditions to California for the Biograph 
Company. He rented quarters in downtown Los Angeles for a 
studio, but was compelled by circumstances to make his first 
picture in Hollywood. This film, In Old California, was a costume 
romance with many outdoor scenes, and the downtown studio 
was too remote from open country for Griffith to have his actors 
and actresses make up and dress there. 

The Hollywood Hotel, a low, rambling structure with wide 
porches and a large garden, had been built as a quiet winter resort 
for sedate people. It was the only hotel between the city and the 
ocean, and Griffith persuaded the proprietor to allow the players 
to dress in some unoccupied rooms. When the company emerged 
in makeup and Spanish finery, hotel guests lolling on the front 
porch were scandalized. The players drove off in their automobiles 
to the foothills, only to be followed by a deputation from the 
hotel. For a while, these uninvited spectators remained quiet and 
well behaved. But when Griffith directed Miss Marion Leonard, 
as the beautiful Sp>anish heroine, and Frank Grandin, as her 
handsome young suitor, in a dramatic love scene, they broke into 
outraged protest. Such goings-on were intolerable, and should 
not be permitted. A vigorous dispute occurred, in which the 
respectable hotel guests made no attempt to conceal their low 
opinion of movie actors. As the first instance of Hollywood’s 
resentment, it proved to be prophetic. 

Staid residents of the suburb were notably lacking in en- 
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thusiasra for the roving bands of acton and acticaaea who bcpm 
invading their community. One year after GrilRih'i first vwii, the 
Nestor Film Company of Bayonne. New Jersey, rmied ■ dtewed 
roadside tavern at the comer of Sunset Boulevard and Ckiwrr 
Street, and built an outdoor stage oo the ad}otniiii vacant tot. 
There, at any hour of the day. decent paiwsrs-by were likely to 
be appalled by the antics <rf painted wcanen. and wen f^rbed as 
Indians, cowboys, or prospectors. Other companies ftdknved. Here 
and there, great baralike structures arose on itnrcsiriacd prop* 
erty, to the constematitai erf elifawly retired hsik whw had huilt 
residences near by. Roads were raped off to ua^r automolrfb 
accidents. Private homes were used, irften without the coiweni of 
their owners, as baci^prounds for elopements, tw even more refarv* 
hensible episodes of dcmiestk dtaoM. Artnim in unilcwm marched 
down Hollywood Boulevard behind an aiiioniotiile in which a 
man was grinding a camera. Out in the billy Stiver I jrfte dlMfki. 
Griffith, in igia, worked on */Vie a re<cnactfneni of 

General Custer’s last stand, with hundretU of caralrymm and 
masses of Indians; this noisy, dusty pageant, destructive trf prate, 
alarmed everyone. To Godfearii^ ciiiiau. the movir<am|M. as 
they were called, seemed dens of iniquity. Few the diwrpuiahir 
players— -undoubtedly of loose rocnrals— gave lurthcrr scandal by 
working on Sundays. The community was united in its deairr to 
be rid of them. 

Chance, which had brought the unwrlcomc invairfon. inief’ 
vened again. In New York, the Jesse L. Uaky reatiire Way 
Company had determined to send Cecil B. De MUk out wwi to 
make The Sqmw Man, with Dustin Famum as its star. tjnJty. a 
Mtive of California, had once vmied Flagnaff. Ariiona. Ricalting 
its picturesque topography, iu reputedly perpetual sunahimi, and 
the Indians he had seen standing atiout the railrond Maikiii he 
thought it an ideal loation for the projeclml film. Dt MUhr ‘was 
ms^cted to proceed to Flagstaff with his star and compmiy. and 
bepn work. When he stepped trff the trahi, the town mm hiviallilc 
under a raging blizrard, and not a tin|^ Indian was to be 
in the station. De Millc climbed back on the train, and mok his 
players to the end of the line at Los Angelca. A lew daya latct. he 
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t^^X"t:ners in New York asking authorization to rent 
^“^odest sum of seventy dollars a month, in an 
Hollywood. He was told to rent it on a 
l>a.sis, and get on with his picture. The barn 
^^teirsection of Sunset Boulevard and Vine Street, 
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c:rently rural for the coyotes to come down from 
prowl around it. To discourage their visits, 
sev^x'al, and nailed the skins to the facade of his 

r of the first three pictures which De Mille 

ini • 

. * sequence, that irrevocably determined the 

Shortly afterwards, the Lasky comptiny, in 
F*3rosperity, bought acreage at the comer of Sunset 
'V'izie Street, and built a permanent studio. It 
plant, as yet erected, with a series of one-story 
"Offices and dressing rooms, a massive glass-covered 
tlxe talcing of indoor pictures, a large open-air stage, 
■with outdoor sets. Scarcely a dozen years later, 
s to t>e abandoned. The land which had been bought 
itely five thousand dollars had advanced in value to 
ds of thousands, and it became the site of business 
lels, apartment houses and theaters, 
two -years after De Milk’s arrival, Carl Laemmle 
il City, in San Fernando Valley, backed by the slopes 
Peak, and the Los Angeles River, This was an even 
tons project than the Lasky studios. Its offices were 
le mission style, and surrounding them were forty- 
mildirxgfs, gardens, outdoor sets, corrals and parade 
eeremonies connected with the inauguration of 
' brought the name of Hollywood before the nation 
ne. For, with his usual flair for publicity, Laemmle 
Rress story that appeared in nearly every newspaper 
e land- The Secretary of the Navy,, it asserted, had 
tcifio fleet to proceed up the Los Angeles River and 
t the new metropolis of the films- So little was the 
l-o non-residents, that editors everywhere ignored 
I;; no ship could make its way up the river. With 



only less fanfare, Thomas H. luce, that lam* yeif, dwettcd luce* 
ville” at Santa Mcaaica, and built a humdsome it^o ai Oilm 
City, midway between hix Angeles and the Pacific- The tmln 
executive building of this establishment iropitived on Lactnmle i 
local mission style; it was a replioi of Geosrge Waih it^wi a hcNnc 
at Mount Vernon. 

Thus, very early, was bom the inspired Hollywood afchiwc* 
ture that, in time, would flower into real-estate otteet diapcd like 
sphinx headb, restaurants resembling derby hats, and loft-tfarink 
parlors in the guise of tmmenie icecream cones. And ibe csowds 
that thronged Hollywood Boulevard at noontime compelled a 
startled attention. Bathing beauties, eairas in eveni^ attire, 
Indians in full war regalia, Orientals, BiWkaJ characters poured 
out from near-by studios to snatch a hasty luncheon before re- 
turning to the impatient cameras. As the nation's press and the 
fan magazines spread word of this perpetual pubik vaudeville. 
Hollywood became a tourist's pla'^ound. Movk-ntad girls from 
all parts of the country began streaming into the celluloid paradise 
where fame and fortune were so easily to be won, I'hia new migra- 
tion rose to a flood during the nineieen-iwmiks. when bfty 
thousand arrivals resulted in a "girl problem" very unlike any to 
which the term had ever been applied. And the iiKWe eccenirk 
products of show business gravitated toward this i^tacular 
market: midgets, animal acts, jugglers and acrobats, circus frosks, 
high-wire artists, snake charmers, exhibiikm dancers. One and 
all, they identified themselves with the moiian pkiure industry. 
Conventional folk viewed the raffish, swarming hordes with pro- 
found aversion. There were distrkts of Los ArHkl<»- HoHywoud 
and Beverly Hills where no "movie prt^le" could rent or pu^ 
chase homes; an effort was made, William C. Oe Milte aMertcd. 
to keep them "segregated like a leper colony." 

While the movies were mushrooming in Hollywood, nesi-dooe 
Los Angeles was striking two additional bonanias. CWI. firw dk- 
covered at Long Beach, was being located at varkius ochrr points 
m the vicinity: the phenomena of the gold rush began to duplkaie 
themselves. And the city was likewise reaping the fruiia of a km g. 
stentorian advertuing ampaign to aiiract new reskknia. directed 
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largely to the elderly and middle-aged, vaunting a climate eter- 
nally springlike, and a life of ease for those possessed of moderate 
means, the campaign brought armies of settlers from the Middle 
West, with visions of a bungalow shaded by palms, and an orange 
tree to furnish the breakfast fruit. Promotions in real estate rivaled 
those in oil. The city sprawled out in all directions, seeming to 
grow overnight; its population would more than double in ten 
years. Los Angeles was a boom town as well as a haven of rest, a 
capital of quick fortune and a continuous holiday. Speculators 
and promoters, oil riggers, retired farmers with their wives, pro- 
fessional gamblers, race-track touts, women of easy virtue, all 
flocked there. So did revivalists, diviners, astrologers, apostles of 
occult faiths, mental healers, swamis, numerologists, analysts of 
handwriting, professors of homemade cults: self-appointed saviors 
of the lonely and troubled who were seeking miracles not yielded 
by the climate. In 1917, having crossed the continent in a battered 
jalopy, the unknown Aimee Semple McPherson arrived in Los 
Angeles penniless. Five years later, she opened her vast Angelus 
Temple where, at every service, five thousand people succumbed 
to the delirium of God-intoxication. After a fashion. Sister Aimee 
symbolized the land of illusion that lay between Pershing Square 
and the Pacific. For she, too, fused economics and ecstasy, show- 
manship and salvation, carnival and contrition. 

2 Lurid Legend 

As the chromium-and-rhinestone era of normalcy opened, millions 
of Americans were beginning to find a pattern for their aspira- 
tions in the charmed life of Hollywood. This was almost inevit- 
able. For, collectively, the film makers had already perfected one 
of the most remarkable publicity machines ever devised. It oper- 
ated more continuously and efficiently than any assembly line in 
Detroit. Its products were distributed to the American people 
through the daily press (Hollywood was news); the Sunday sup- 
plements (Hollywood was romance); the magazines of national 
circulation (Hollywood was success stories and extraordinary 
personalities); the fan magazines (Hollywood was an Olympus 
whose gods must have their Homer). 



• WtMukMI 

To captivate the public, every itory ihii iMucd fruin the ciiiKlel 
of &mta»y had to surpasa iti predcccaion. So the Hollyivood pub- 
licity machine waa geared to an interminable creMettdu «l bre- 
works. Looking back at the results, in 1949a when the incluatry 
had attained a weary, worried maturity, the proilucrr Dore St harv 
consMered them disulvantageoua. • Hollywood is a good eaarople 
of how misunderatood a place cm get,” he aaW. ' ITh! meniat 
picture of Hollywood ia that it ia the capital of amrwbilliwn. full 
<a actora either chadng other actors’ wivea or divorcing their own, 
<rf maniac directors and go<rf-o« acmrees. ol writers surveyie^ 
tl«ir sifhauning pools and muttering about An. Thtiugh the 
fdcture k wrong, it h partly Hollywood’s own fault that it rabts. 
In the beginning, many yreri ago, we made it nthu because we 
thou^t it was good dtowmanship. We displayed ilie rearing tigers 
and the girl with three heads on Main Skrcci. lust as the small 
dicus does today. It sold tickets.” 

But, being designed for mass consumpitun. this cinusfiaradc 
legend tacitly observed certain rules ol derorum It r%|ilo(ted 
idiosyncrasy, and suggested discreet lonns td umunvmiiunality. 
It did not condone impropriety, whisper of immuraliiy, or ac< 
knowledge the existence of what die great American piihlk might 
be supp(»ed to regard as sin. For thetr were tlic days lirhwr the 
private morality of President Hanling. his Cabinet and hit cronies 
had become a subject of cynical gossip. Inipropririy, imnutrality 
and sin were bi^inning to be represented on the screen, Imi the 
prlA^te lives of those engaged in portraying them were mppoard 
to be innocent of major trefufunnions. Already, an emhatilcd 
elder generation had launched an attack on the film makers. 
Glergymeti, reformen, educators atui women • cluba ifiroughoui 
the land were angrily protagtng againsi jan age pkiurrs ilwii 
treated sex with the skeptical freedom so repreheiwihly liei^ 
cultivated by American youth. So wlien some prominent members 
of Hollywotxi's elite bi^an behaving as if real life resembled life 
as portrayed on the screen, a series of scandals arouted widespread 
indignation. 

In igso, Mlw Mary Pkkford purchased a home in Nevada and 
announced her intention of iiecoming a reakknt at the state Alter 
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the interval required by law, she applied for, and received, a 
divorce from Owen Moore. Shortly thereafter, she married 
Douglas Fairbanks in California. This union of the natieai’s most 
idolized players aroused criticism only among the most implacably 
righteous. Though both had dissolved previous marriages, divorce 
was sanctioned by the mores, and thousands of otherwise reput- 
able citizens had passed through the national uncoupling station 
at Reno without provoking a continental scandal. But clamor 
filled the land when the Attorney General of Nevada, after the 
Pickford'Fairbanks wedding, threatened to annul the Pickford- 
Moore divorce on the ground that Miss Pickford had not been 
a bona-fide resident of the state. Only cynical Americans con- 
cluded, from the fact that this charge was soon quietly dropped, 
that Nevada’s Attorney General had deliberately used two world- 
famous people as a means of publicizing his state’s most profitable 
industry. 

Scarcely had this sensation died down when the unpleasant 
case of Roscoe Arbuckle erupted in headlines. “Fatty” Arbuckle, 
who had begun his wage-earning as a plumber’s helper, was 
reputedly being paid a quarter of a million dollars annually as 
a screen star. His popularity as a comedian was exceeded only by 
Charles Chaplin and Harold Lloyd; his brand of humor was 
especially appealing to children. A flamboyant, free-spending type 
in private life, Arbuckle was apparently given to indulging in what 
Americans were beginning to call “wild parties.” Notoriety first 
descended on him in the summer of 1921, when the Attorney 
General of Massachusetts brought action for the removal of one of 
his subordinates in connection with a “hush fund” put up by 
certain film magnates who, some years earlier, had honored 
Arbuckle with a wild party in Boston and its environs. Two 
months after this unfavorable publicity, Arbuckle went on holiday 
to San Francisco. In his hotel suite, one evening, he entertained 
a group of friends. They were joined by two young women, one 
of whom died the next day under circumstances that suggested 
mistreatment by Arbuckle. (The cause of death was later asserted 
to be a chronic illness.) In due comse, Arbuckle surrendered to 
the police; was indicted on a charge of manslaughter; was subse- 
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quently found not guilty. Meanwhile, the spinners of yellow 
journalism extracted from the scandal its last otmce of discredit- 
able suggestion. In the stories of Hollywood that they put out, 
“Beautiful maidens were ruined, oceans of alcohol were con- 
sumed, and hints of the most horrible forms of debauchery were 
indicated.” Though legally cleared of guilt, Arbuckle sank under 
overwhelming obloquy. His unreleased pirtures were scrapped, 
and he was never permitted to return to the screen. 

While the Arbuckle case was still before the public, an English 
director, William Deane Taylor, was murdered in his Los Angeles 
bungalow. Investigation by the police broke a story of traffic in 
narcotics and “dope.” In it figured two popular film stars: Miss 
Mary Miles Minter, said to have been in love with Taylor; 
Miss Mabel Normand, with whom he was reported to have been 
in love. It was brought out that Taylor had warned a “dope” 
peddler to discontinue his visits to the studio, and refrain from 
selling narcotics to any actresses; the warning had been disre- 
garded, and Taylor thrashed the peddler. Thus, the public learned 
that addiction to drugs could be added to the list of Hollywood’s 
iniquities, and this fact appeared to be confirmed, shortly after- 
wards, by the death through “dope” of Wallace Reid, one of the 
screen’s leading stars. Then, in Paris, during a holiday with her 
husband. Jack Pickford, Miss Olive Thomas committed suicide. 
A widely- admired beauty. Miss Thomas had been translated to 
screen stardom from the Ziegfeld Follies; it appeared that she 
had taken her life in an access of despondency, as might any 
anonymous citizen; but this melancholy fact somehow contributed 
to the public’s impression of Hollywood depravity. 

When Hollywood scandal ran short, the yellow press pro- 
ceeded to manufacture it. Ladies of professional unchastity, who 
had registered as extras in order to evade the California vagrancy 
law, gave feature writers an opportunity to report that “three 
beautiful film stars were arrested in a bawdy house” or that 
“beautiful film star causes shooting affair at wild gin party.” As 
a result, every star, player, director and magnate presently came 
under public suspicion. The blanket indictment of Hollywood 



Mink Feedbag and Diamond Fishbowl [137] 

idols was quite as extravagant as the prior undiscriminating 
adulation. 

In an efiEort to lift itself from public disrepute, the industry 
resorted to stem measures. Producers hired detectives to investi- 
gate the personal lives of their employees. Exhaustive inquisition 
failed to substantiate charges of widespread- immorality and 
depravity. A few screen players disappeared from the scene; others 
received warnings to amend their conduct. Studio executives 
inserted “morals clauses” in their contracts, enabling them to 
dismiss anyone suspected or accused of dereliction. Central 
bureaus were established to regulate casting practices; ladies of 
elastic virtue were excluded from the rolls of extras. In a film 
entitled Hollywood, some fifty stars contributed to a satirical 
portrait of the city of illusion; its serious motive was to discourage 
the pilgrimage of aspiring girls, by warning them of their meager 
chances for employment. After a time, the public conscience of 
the nation was satisfied, and attack on the morals and manners of 
Hollywood ceased. 

“Good behavior . . . was enforced in general by the merciless 
-lens of the movie camera, which invariably records the tell-tale 
lines left by vice, bad habits, or even such carelessness as over- 
eating.” So wrote Benjamin B. Hampton, one of the earlier 
historians of the motion-picture industry. “Ambition and business 
prudence have made the Los Angeles movie colony a class of 
careful people who hesitate before doing anything that may reduce 
their earning power.” But Hampton did not foresee that the area 
of conduct requiring prudent hesitation would steadily diminish. 
Hollywood, which became a major source of changes in the 
nation’s mores, was itself affected by the modifications it inspired. 
Over the years, the range of permissible deviation available to 
celluloid deities expanded continuously. 

Thus, by the nineteen-forties, domestic scandal, however sen- 
sational, no longer ruined a star’s career, but was more likely to 
enhance the star’s fame and popularity. So asserted Leo C. Rosten, 
who had subjected the life of Hollywood to the same kind of 
sociological study that the Lynds applied to Muncie, Inditina. The 
practices of Hollywood’s brightest luminaries, as reported by the 
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press, suggested only me ccmclusion. This was that the Amrriaiii 
middle classes had become skeptical of the moral »mlc which they 
professed to support. For they actually favored its iraiisgtrasitin 
by their current Idols. 

They were, for example, romantically thrilled by the coatly 
nuptials of Miss Lana Turner and Robert Topping. Miw l umer. 
at the age of twenty-ievan, was reputedly earning an annual 
salary of two hundred and twenty-six thousand dollars; die had 
been married and divorced three lirnw previously. Topph^ 
heir to a tin-plate fortune, had enjoyed an etjual diversity ol 
matrimony. The public’s pleasure in their widely publiciicd 
union was increased by the announcement that fopping s recently 
detached wife, Miss Arlinc Judf^r. alio a icreai favttriir. was atioui 
to take her sixth husband. A picture featuring Rolirri Miirhom, 
a popular young star, was released while hr was serving a jail 
sentence for indulgence in the forbidden pleasures «»f marijoana; 
the picture proved to be an outstanding soire« I hr rnrniric 
antics of Errol Flynn, another current idol, svhii h involirtl hint 
in lepi difficulties with ladies, seemed iMily to in< rrasr hi* apfieai 
for feminine audiences. And when the naiioirt iihmi irtchraied 
“pin-up girl," Miss Rita Hayworth, made a iitiKligaily anioMaird 
tour of Europe with the son of an Oriental |Niirniair who had 
neglected to tree himself from a prior matrimonial lunintiintrni, 
the caprice did not noticeably diminidi that nnisrrsal effrr 
vescence of passion which tt was Miss Hayworih's |ie« iilur ability 
to generate. 

All this suggested that the inhabitants id Middleuiwn and 
Main Street had chaigcd die celestial resideriii of llollywtMid 
with a ritualistic office. Upon dton fell the duty t»f violating the 
canons which still, in theory, were r^rded as binding u|kni 
ordinary mortals. It was their ohiigaiion-— disguised as a privdrgr 
—to provide for anonymous roillifxrs the vkartous ns})erimce of 
illicit delights. The way of the tranmresscMr might, indeed, lie liarU. 
but who were better fitted to pursue it than the gods ihetnielves? 
In Hollywood, those who endured lemptattcm with iltr least 
resistance seemed mou likely to receive the crown ol lilc. 
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II was during dig Jttinctt en-twentiw that the new elite of the 
TOOviM ftnallx dilpJit&ed^m ilw imag^ifiatiftn^nf t fiT^Cjir ioH 
people, ah ol^r elite of InaiMU-wI wealth. While the palaces of 
Newport Irerr being a caretakers, and the mansions 

of Fifth Avenue were being demolidied. social authority passed 
to Hollywood. Thereafter, it was to exercise a predominant in- 
fluence on bMOiion. manners, morals and the complex art of 
civiliwd living. 

In one ironical respect, the situation of the new arbitera was 
unlike tliat of their predecessors. In Newport, and on Fifth 
Avenue, wealth had been a weapon indispensable to those who 
fought to win social power. In Hollywood, social prestige was an 
instrument essmiial to those dctemiined to win wealth. Mn. 
AsifW's ft»rtune was not augm^ted by her acknowledged do- 
minion i»ver •mx ieiy." although this raised her to eminence in the 
esiimaiicMi of the American people, and persuaded them df the 
infallibitiiy cd her dictates. Bui the fortunes of a great Hollywood 
star were determined by her ascent in popular prestige. For her, 
thrreftwe. the exercise of sot iai power— the ability to impose on 
an infatuated public her preferences in fashion and decor, her 
decrees concerning manners and the amenities of living— was 
something more than the satisfaction of personal vanity. It also 
seemed to lie an urgent ettonomic necessity. 'Fhe lady had cim- 
ducted social life, not as an art. but as a competitive amateur gpon. 
The Hollywood suir usually conducted it. with whatevor grace 
she fouiul passible, as one phase cd a pndessional career. 

The obvious financial value td prestige gave Hollywood, like 
Newport before it. the character cd an ornate arena. From the 
very outset, social life in the new Amerioin 01ym{xii assumed the 
same fiercely competitive cast iltat it had, a generation earlier, 
In the Valhalla of the displaced gods. The environs of the celluloid 
paradise soon began to bristle with architectural rivalries as 
noiable aa those of Bellevue Avenue. At the reputed crut of more 
than one million dollars, the comedian Harold Uoyd erected a 
memcNrial to suddtm fortune renowned for “its terratxs and 
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gardens and cascading fountains, its swimming pool and tennis 
courts.” But when John Barrymore designed his residence — 
which he afterwards described as a Chinese tenement, a kind of 
n%htmare — ^he installed no less than three swimming pools. He 
embellished his modest retreat with furnishings gathered from 
all over the world, and included among its conveniences a bowling 
green, sheet range, an English taproom, an elaborate music room 
and lodgings for twelve servants. 

On the gardens, parks and lawns that surrounded two estates, 
Cecil B. De Mille was reported to have lavished a quarter of a 
million dollars. In the Beverly Hills residence of Winfield 
Sheehan, guests were said to dine on golden dishes and drink 
from golden goblets. Sheehan, originally a reporter attached to 
police headquarters, in New York City, had recruited William 
Fox’s private militia during the trust gang-wars, had risen to 
executive administration of the Fox studios, and was married 
to Maria Jeritza, a former star of grand opera. The exotic per- 
sonality of Rudolph Valentino achieved expression in “Falcon’s 
Lair,” a hilltop den remarkable for its black-painted interior 
walls and mourning-draped windows. But Miss Lilyan Tashman 
spectacularly reversed this whim. A recognized authority on 
matters pertaming to fashion. Miss Tashman ordained an all- 
white drawing room, and for it imported the first white piano 
that Hollywood had ever seen. By festooning the arresting object 
with blue satin ribbon, she “earned a reputation for great chic.” 

But, however splendid, none of these establishments could vie^ 
in social authority, with those of the feminine rulers whose 
supremacy everyone acknowledged, and the botmdaries of whose 
respective dominions were subject to dispute only by each other. 
For the celluloid constellation revolved about twin luminaries, 
equally though differently majestic, and in Hollywood they occu- 
pied positions exactly comparable to those ^formerly held, at 
Newport, by Mrs. Astor and Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish, Superior to all 
professional exigencies, requiring no augmentation of fortime. 
Miss Mary Pickford and Miss Marion Davies alone were enabled 
to value power merely as an ornament, and prestige as a personal 
satisfaction delightful in itself. Uniquely emancipated from the 
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many sordid compulsions to which all lesser divinities were 
subject, it was scarcely remarkable that they were also uniquely 
exalted. 

With Douglas Fairbanks, Miss Pickford held court at “Pick- 
fair,” a massive gray residence set high in the hills, its park and 
gardens enclosed by great walls. This was Hollywood’s most 
august social tribunal, and its atmosphere suggested the remote- 
ness and exclusiveness traditionally associated with royalty. An 
invitation to dine at “Pickfair” was an accolade, the local equiva- 
lent of a command to Buckingham Palace. It was long believed 
that Fairbanks’ annual trips to Europe were made for the purpose 
of arranging “Pickfair’s” official calendar for the ensuing year, by 
fixing precise dates for the sojourns of visiting nobility. Enter- 
tainment there was stately, formal, quiet in tone. Protocol estab- 
lished a high rank for representatives of literature and the arts, 
so native as well as foreign celebrities usually described “Pickfair” 
as their first intellectual oasis in Hollywood’s glittering Sahara. 
As the diversity of her occupations indicated, their hostess pos- 
sessed resources of energy in excess of the demands of her high 
station. For Miss Pickford was not content with the fame she had 
won as an actress, or with the regal role to which this committed 
her. She went on to acquire mastery of the complexities of finance 
and business. Still later, after the breakup of her marriage to 
Fairbanks, she sought another outlet in writing. In addition to a 
novel, she published two expositions of her personal philosophy, 
and these were touching because they revealed the degree to which 
fiime and power and prestige had failed to yield personal fulfill- 
ment. “Unlike most women,” she confessed ruefully in one of 
them, “I have never been able to work out my intimate problems 
in private. I have to do it in front of the whole world, for the 
world knows what is happening to me professionally, domestically 
and personally almost as soon as I do myself.” In Hollywood, 
the major goal of ambition sometimes turned out to be a major 
punishment. 

Yet, as the career of Miss Marion Davies showed, the com- 
pulsion of ambition continued long after its most obvious rewards 
had been achieved and far exceeded. The power and wealth of 
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William Randolph Hearst made Miss Davies a screen star; they 
could not make her a great actress. But Miss Davies indefatigably 
went on making pictures when neither her prestige nor fortune 
could possibly be enhanced by any popular acclaim Of her talents. 
On the social life of the Hollywood pantheon she exercised an 
influence equal to Miss Pickford’s, but very different in kind. An 
invitation to “Pickfair” certified that you had arrived, that your 
professional achievement placed you among the elect. An invita^- 
tion to Miss Davies’ mansion assured you that, whether you had 
arrived or not, you were considered socially diverting. For, like 
Mrs. Fish, though with far greater good nature. Miss Davies 
conspired to bring about the defeat of dullness. In the process, 
she managed to create a tradition of entertainment that survived 
rather as a legend than as a reality. Until the retired radio tycoon, 
A. Atwater Kent, settled in Hollywood to pyramid its frivolities as 
he had formerly multiplied industrial units, nobody was able 
to approximate the precedents set by Miss Davies. 

The pillared Georgian mansion which Miss Davies built on the 
ocean front at Santa Monica probably surpassed, in cosdiness and 
splendor, all other Hollywood residences. It furnished an appro- 
priate setting for her inclination to large-scale hospitality. It 
enabled her to achieve the most populous. Spectacular and uncon- 
ventional social ceremonies that the land of fantasy had wimessed. 
This establishment contained some ninety rooms, and its exterior 
paraphernalia included, besides gardens, tennis courts and other 
commonplace aids to relaxation, two swimming pools. One of 
these, eighty feet long, and filled with salt water from the dis- 
paraged Pacific Ocean a few yards away, was traversed by a marble 
bridge imported from Italy. The interior of the mansion reflected 
a cult of the baroque which was likewise exemplified by Hearst’s 
castle at San Simeon. There were three dining rooms, a banquet 
hall, two bars, an immense drawing room, a private movie theater. 
Many of these baronial halls had been transported from Europe 
to be set up, intact, at Santa Monica. The drawing room, an 
eighteenth-century masterpiece with a ceiling in fourteen-carat 
gold leaf, came from the Hertfordshire castle of the Earl of Essex. 
The basement bar was a sixteenth-century taproom from Surrey, 
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complete to the handmade nails and wooden pegs which held 
together its massive oak walls and floors. The furnishings and 
decorations, throughout, were worthy of their setting. In its 
accumulated tre2isures, the mansion resembled a museum. Such 
house guests as George Bernard Shaw, Winston Churchill and the 
Duke of Kent were said to have been greatly impressed by the 
marvels that surrounded them. But it was not the presence of these 
eminent visitors that Hollywood found most memorable. It was, 
rather, the occasion when Miss Davies had “tossed a circus shindig 
with a merry-go-round on the tennis courts.” 

Perhaps because nobody else could hope to equal the domicil- 
iary grandeur achieved by Miss Davies, the cult of architectural 
ostentation presently lapsed. It was superseded by one of costly 
simplicity. Among Miss Davies’ neighbors at Santa Monica were 
Miss Norma Shearer and her husband, the producer, Irving 
Thalberg. Their residence was considered a showplace, and it 
was described, perhaps not too literally, as “a provincial French 
cottage,” But the uses of disciplined austerity as a means of 
conspicuous display were necessarily limited. In time, therefore, 
competition in prestige was shifted to other fields of activity. 

What Hollywood prestige signified in the non-celluloid world 
was once innocently illustrated by Miss Shearer, then at the height 
of her fame, Miss Shearer’s social power was evident, for her 
example had revolutionized the coiffure of American women 
during a whole season. But it was to receive even more eloquent 
confirmation. To Miss Elsa Maxwell, she dispatched a telegram of 
invitation: “Elsa Baby, expecting you on the eleventh.” Miss 
Maxwell was herself a celebrated party-giver, a leader of caf^ 
society, a seasoned and intrepid collector of celebrities on two 
continents. In her newspaper column she quoted Miss Shearer’s 
telegram, and made a comment on it. “You haven’t lived in vain,” 
Miss Maxwell testified, “if Norma Shearer calls you ‘Baby.’ ” The 
meaning of failure to achieve prestige, or its loss, was probably 
clearer to Hollywood itself than to the outside world. The movie 
colony could scarcely fail to notice the loneliness, in mid-career, 
of Miss Clara Bow; it was said that night after night she sat in her 
kitchen, playing poker with her cook, maid and secretary. Every- 



[144] Life's But a Walking Shadow 

one understood the situation described by an elderly, but still 
reasonably successful actor who, returning from his studio on a 
day when there had been a call for extras, remarked that, “Some 
of those people used to be my friends.” And the plight' of Richard 
Arlen enforced a moral lesson. For twenty-five years, Arlen had 
been “a big wheel in movietown; then he slid down in a hurry.” 
The cause of his swift descent was the fact that he had acted in “B” 
pictures. This, he discovered, was “the kiss of death”; thereafter 
no producer thought him worthy of stardom in an “A” picture. 
Following three years of imemployment, Arlen finally received 
a small part in an “A” picture — ^and accepted it, gratefully. For it 
indicated a very slight revival of his collapsed prestige. 

.Fame and income wrrf the irii^inr dpfmninnhti of social stand- 
ing in hlol lywood, and since both were subject to sudden Imd 
spectacular nUttwations, it followed that the social scene exhibited 
both a greater instability and a narrower stratification than any- 
where else. The ultimate criterion of success was financial, but 
the standard of actual success could not be fixed. In a community 
where it was possible to earn more than three hundred thousand 
dollars a year, not even the person who made it was impressed by 
an income of fifty thousand. Yet the actor or actress who made 
more thaii three himdred thousand dollars one year might con- 
ceivably find difficulty in securing any contract for the following 
one. These conditions accoxmted for some of the more characteris- 
tic phenomena of the Hollywood social scene. “After years of 
listening we can tell the calibre of our callers by how many times 
they have to shift gears on our hill inside the yard,” Will Rogers 
wrote humorously. “When they make it on high without a shift, 
we go to the door. On a one-shift noise, we let the maids go — 
mean the maid. And on a complete stall, why, everybody ducks 
and no one is at home.” 

But the principle thus jocularly stated was seriously applied, 
At the apex of the Hollywood social pyramid, according to 
William C. De Mille, were a group of six or eight overlords; 
they virtually determined who should or should not work in 
pictures. Attendance at their Sunday cocktail parties — ^“where 
nothing is talked but shop and nothing is played but cards” was 
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obligatory, and their stories found “an appreciation seldom ac- 
corded to other illustrious raconteurs.” Reigning hostesses selected 
their guests with respect to current financial ratings. The presence 
of a slipping reputation or a failure would prove embarrassing 
to everyone. For actors and actresses were known by the company 
they kept; they moved only with those of approximately the same 
income level; to associate with people in a lower financial bracket 
would inevitably result in loss of prestige. Essentially, snobbery 
was a form of professional self-protection. After the premiere of 
A Woman of Paris, in which he was featured for the first time, 
Adolphe Menjou, as he left the theater, saw Harold Lloyd seated 
in his car, and received a smile of congratulation. “It was one of 
the big thrills of my life,” he recalled in his autobiography, twenty- 
five years later, “for I was not intimately acquainted with Lloyd, 
and this recognition from one of Hollywood’s great stars meant 
that Menjou had arrived.” Even in the community’s favored 
public restaurants and nightclubs, the stem rale of financial 
rating was applied to the seating of professional guests, and an 
experienced observer, glancing at the crowd assembled in a 
fashionable luncheon rendezvous, could accurately gauge the 
degree of prestige attaching — on that particular day— to anyone 
present; it was almost mathematically expressed in terms of 
distance from the most valued location. 

As a means of inflating prestige, Hollywood stars did not dis- 
dain the exploitation of idiosyncrasy, or even mere caprice. The 
process was hazardous, but sometimes yielded extraordinarily 
favorable results. Thus, in It Happened One Night, Clark Gable 
disrobed; the audience saw that he was not wearing an undershirt. 
The men’s underwear industry soon went into a tailspin, and 
within a year its business declined by fifty percent. So far as 
Hollywood was concerned, this regrettable social effect supplied 
convincing evidence of the star’s social power, and its financial 
implications were obvious. Not equally successful, however, was 
the venture of a well-known actress. As a birthday gift to her 
husband, an actor of less effulgent fame, she commissioned an 
interior decorator to refurbish the stable of his polo ponies. 
Whatever its charms for the ponies, this generous tribute of 
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connubial affection did not notably advance the status of either 
donor or recipient. When the beautiful Miss Dolores Del Rio 
was the screen’s most popular femme /ataZe— at the not despicable 
salary of nine thousand dollars a week — she maintained her 
prestige by justifying a legend that her rivals found inimitable. 
She permitted gossip to circulate that, because of her, a duel was 
to be fought. It was said that she would drink only from a gold 
chalice, and that this had to be brought to the set whenever she 
was engaged in making a picture. Her exquisite complexion was 
attributed to a favorite salad of rose petals and orchid leaves. On 
her frequent European holidays, she was accompanied by a 
miniature menagerie that included a Russian wolfhound, a Ger- 
man dachshund, an English pointer, an Irish setter and a St. 
Bernard. Besides all this. Miss Del Rio arrested attention by the 
elegance and individuality of her attire and jewels. The con- 
sequences of so much earnest effort inspired high respect for her 
professional sagacity. 

Casual improvisation, however, sometimes produced equally 
notable results. At the “premiere” of a new picture, Mrs. Darryl 
Zanuck appeared in high-heeled white sandals, a light summer 
frock, and a white fox cape. This ensemble drew a public reproof 
from Mrs. Emily Post, authority on etiquette, who took a dim 
view of Hollywood’s influence on decorum. Mrs. Post’s acid 
comments provoked a reply by Miss Constance Bennett who 
published, in Liberty, an eloquent defense of Hollywood’s inde- 
pendence in rejecting the manners cultivated by New York’s in- 
elastic inner circle. In the course of her article. Miss Bennett 
pointed out that summer nights in California were often chilly, 
and that Mrs. Zanuck’s furs, far from being an example of 
“distressing unsuitability” as Mrs. Post declared, were merely a 
sensible precaution. This journalistic feud, which reached millions 
of readers, was apparently without effect on either combatant. 
Nevertheless, it precipitated a nation-wide vogue for “summer 
furs” that alarmed husbands, astonished the trappers of the far 
north, and cerminly would have elevated Mrs. Zanuck to a higher 
pedestal in Hollywood’s pantheon bad she not already occupied 
one of the very highest that it contained. For to Hollywood, the 
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exercUw of locial power by reniMe contxtd was never without 
economic iigniftcamT. Everyone recaUed how Min Marlene 
Dleirkh a repute had tieen reinvigoraied when her new addiction 
to tlack* pcmiadcd Antcrican women of all ages and sizes to adopt 
them. Still later, everyone was impressed by the new distinction 
that came to Mist Veronica laike when the United States officially 
took cognimnce of her hairdo. Mias Lake habitually wore her 
hair very long over one eye, and Federal authorities invited 
her. at the outset of the Second World War, to change her coiffure, 
lest imitation by girts working in defense ptanu lead to wi<k> 
spread accidents. Miss Ijike immediately cmnplied; the incon- 
venience, if any. was. to to sfwak. its own compensation. 

According to their trmfieraments, Americans r«id about 
Hollywood (tartirs either with envy or exasperation. "You don’t 
give parties to enjoy yourselves, but to advance yourselves," a 
ymmg Iwi helor had remarketl, in the heyday of Newport’s glory. 
In llollywtMid. this was an oliservation which nobfxly troubled 
to make; since everyone knew it to lie true, common decency 
suggested that the unsavory truth lie ignored, so far as possible. 
'Lhe obligation to pretend that hospitality was spcmtanrous, and 
without iHhrr motive than pleasure; and the equal obligation to 
pretend that enjoyment was genuine, and that acceptance implied 
no more than its anticipation — these could be discharged with 
greater grace in flollywiHal than elsewhere: to simulate, con- 
vincingly, eiiuHions that one did not feel was the vocation of 
nearly everyone nmcemetl. Yet. occasionally, the exquisite mask 
of delight slip|ied. aitd a brief glimpse of the naked truth discon- 
certed all, as when Mias flctte Davis confessed to an interviewer 
that she bad never drunk liquor before coming to Hollywood, 
ami ex|}lained. unguardedly, ”1 had to do somelAing to imjoy 
those parties." I’his exposed a reality. No matter how irksome the 
prospect of atirndance. no mailer how certain the ennui to be 
suifeted. to dei line an invitation from one's peers or superion 
was unihinkabir. For alisence might be attributed to ontiiaion or 
exclusion, and the aensiiivr register of prestige would begin to 
fail. Yet who, in the old days, would have declined an invitation 
to dine with Mrs. AstorU 
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The most elaborate revels were, for a time, great costume balb 
such as those periodically offered by Mbs Marion Davies, or at a 
later date by the Basil Rathbones who, according to Leo C. 
Rosten, had “hacked their way with steely resolve” to leadership 
of the very smartest circle. As at Newport, far earlier, these were 
a natural result of narrow social stratification: they furnished an 
escape for the members of a group who knew each other almost 
too well to find continuous pleasure in meeting. They likewise 
had advantages as a business investment for, being the most 
expensive of festivities, they demonstrated, in the indisputable 
terms of conspicuous waste, both the income that could afford them 
and the prestige which thb income rated. Less ambitious cere- 
monies followed the patterns that prevailed in other metropolitan 
centers: dinner parties, whether large and formal or small and 
intimate; cocktail parties, entertainments that were “original” 
according to an established formula for originality that admitted 
the bizarre but precluded the unconventional. “The Hollywood 
of today,” William C. De Mille reported at the end of the 
nineteen-thirties, "b popularly supposed to be a community of 
unconventionality, of individualism and of general personal free- 
dom; just a gay, carefree lot of youngsters having a perpetual good 
time. But a glance beneath the surfaces of the gaiety soon con- 
vinces a careful observer that in Hollywood, as in other places, 
conformity rules with an iron hand.” Actually, it was scarcely 
necessary to penetrate beneath the surface. Nothing more com- 
pletely revealed the rule of conformity than the nature of the 
gaiety that was designed to alleviate it. 

The showing of new pictures was a standard diversion; all 
producers had projection equipment in their homes, and some 
of the less exalted also. Cards, charades and other infantile games 
were notably popular. In thb, Hollywood differed little from 
Muncie, Indiana, where — so the Lynds found — ^an evening of 
bridge was “the supreme hostess technique” because social con- 
versation presented the greater risk of being liable “to run on 
the rocks of moiiotony, vacuousness, gossip or outright antagon- 
bms.” Bridge, said the Lynds, was a universal social solvent, “an 
unparalleled device for an urban world that wants to avoid bsues. 
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to keep things impersonal, to enjoy people without laying oneself 
open or committing oneself to them, and to have fun in the 
process.” It was precisely this function that successive game fads 
served in Hollywood, Conversation, there, ran to shop-talk; not 
talk about the movies in any of their larger aspects, but about the 
making of movies. It also ran, coincidentally, to personal gossip, 
“a disguised and sanctioned form of slander” which provided 
a socially acceptable outlet for inadmissible envy or frustration. 

Hollywood long remembered a party given by Countess 
Dorothy di Frasso, who impishly scattered dictaphones at strategic 
points under the furniture in her drawing room. “The upshot was 
that best friends heard their supposedly best friends commenting 
caustically on their clothes, boy friends and pecadilloes — ^all of 
which was highly amusing to the hostess, but spread social havoc 
among the hapless victims.” Coimtess di Frasso was not a pro- 
fessional member of the movie colony; she was an illustrious 
visitor. Miss Louella O, Parsons, who recorded this instance of 
lamentable social originality, could never persuade herself that 
the Countess had been deliberately malicious. 

The Countess, like many another Hollywood hostess and guest, 
may only have been bored. Yet did her effortful diversion prove 
anything not long familiar to everyone? William C. De Mille 
remarked the evanescence of motion-picture loyalties. In the 
general competition for personal power and individual advantage 
it was sometimes unavoidable that, in reaching for a pal’s h2md, 
one found that one had the pal by the throat. “After all, business 
is business; the show must go on,” De Mille observed sagely, “and 
it is part of the higher unselfishness to prevent a friend from being 
in a position to do us harm and thus cause him to suffer the 
torture of self-reproach.” Miss Constance Bennett summed up the 
situation, even less obliquely, in a general deduction. Hollywood, 
she contended, was predisposed to appreciate only persons of in- 
fluence who might be of professional assistance. 

Many of the peculiarities of Hollywood — ^and not only its 
notorious partiality for informal attire — stemmed from a primary 
circumstance of its existence. Actresses reported for work early in 
the morning wearing the full nocturnal regalia of furs, decolletage 
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and jeweU; actors often passed their laborious days in the armca: 
of white tie and tails; and the emotions that they were paid to 
express were, by most other Americans, considered to be night- 
time, and not daylight, reactions to experience. If life in Holly- 
wood had a somewhat topsy-tmrvy quality, did not this, in part, 
accoimt for it? And, since so much of the professional activity of 
the movie colony was a form of pure fabrication, was it any 
wonder that life in Hollywood often seemed less like life itself 
than the imitation of it? 

Certainly actual life, in the capital of illusion, sometimes had 
the odd attribute of being more like a movie than any movie 
ever made. Yet to exaggerate its quality of topsy-turviness, or 
irrelevance to reality as most Americans understood reality, was 
easy. For Hollywood also reflected, although with unique inten- 
sity, many of the conditions that prevailed throughout twentieth- 
century America. Its preoccupation with material goals and 
consequent imeasy conscience; its pervasive economic insecurity 
and wild oscillations of fortune; its incapacity to fix a standard of 
success that would insure contentment and leave the spirit free 
for nobler purposes than those conceived by an ambition to win 
larger income, greater power, and wider prestige — could any 
American deny their existence in his own community, or fail to 
recognize them as shaping, to some degree, his personal hopes and 
fears and actions? 

Some years before Hollywood was colonized, Henry Adams 
had pointed out that "The American wasted money more reck- 
lessly than anyone ever did before; he spent more to less purpose 
than any extravagant court aristocracy; he had no sense of relative 
values and knew not what to do with his money when he got 
it, etcept use it to make more, or throw it away.” Hollywood had 
done little to educate Americans in a more socially valuable use 
of the money to the earning of which they sacrificed so large a 
proportion of their lives. It had merely emphasized an ancient 
lesson: that money purchased prestige, and that prestige earned 
still more money; and that, in these circumstances, conspicuous 
waste might prove to be a profitable investment. “Riches used 
in this way are of course indispensable to the man of prestige. 
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but neither he nor anyone else is concerned with the reckoning 
of possessions, but with the ceremonial roles which he has taken. 
A ‘valuable’ family, in native parlance, is always a femily which 
owns permanent fetishes, and a man of importance is one who 
has undertaken many ceremonial roles.” In these sentences, the 
eminent anthropologist. Dr. Ruth Benedict, was not considering 
the civilization of Hollywood. Her subject was the culture of the 
Pueblo Indians of the Southwest. 

4 The Dithermythers 

When, in 1936, Pius XI issued a papal encyclical on the subject 
of motion pictures, the importance of Hollywood to the twentieth- 
century world was vividly illustrated. Other evidence was not 
lacking. Nearly four hundred journalists were assigned to report 
the news of the film capital for the American and foreign press, 
a number exceeded only by those assigned to Washington and New 
York City. Yet the copy they turned out did not suffice to appease 
worldwide curiosity. It was supplemented by twenty-two magazines 
devoted to motion pictures; in 1948, these had more than six 
million readers. And in the United States, millions of eager fans 
turned on their radios to hear, direct from Hollywood, the weekly 
reports of several noted columnists whose daily budgets of intimate 
gossip were featured by newspapers throughout the country and 
abroad. 

By the middle of the century two of these columnists had 
become, in effect, national institutions. On the air, and in the 
press, they commanded audiences of incredible size. The news- 
paper columns of Miss Louella O. Parsons were said to reach 
.thirty million people; those of Miss Hedda Hopper, twenty-three 
million. Clearly, they ranked among the most widely read writers 
of all time. That they were probably among the most powerful 
women in the world was less obvious. Their influence on the life 
and work of Hollywood was subtle, profound and perhaps in- 
calculable. In the metropolis of fantasy they occupied the exalted 
station — and enjoyed the privileges- — of dowager empresses. With- 
out accredited office, they were nevertheless autocrats. Their 
decrees were respected, their displeasure was feared, and even 
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the greatest personages found it desirable to propitiate them. 
That they were deadly rivals increased the hazards of rendering 
an expected and acceptable homage. 

Americans who read their columns and listened to their 
programs on the radio seldom realized that Miss Parsons and 
Miss Hopper were remarkable social phenomena; that they were, 
indeed, concentrations of power almost without precedent and 
certainly without parallel. In part, this power derived from the 
size of their audiences, which made their diverting specialty in- 
dispensable to the industry. In part, it derived from the nature of 
that specialty, which supposedly enabled them to affect the in- 
dustry, for better or worse, through its most vulnerable factor. 
Gossip, as practised by Miss Parsons and Miss Hopper, was big 
business erected on an ancient local nuisance. They preserved the 
artless insouciance of the village tattler. But they told the world. 

To understand the high value set on their favor, it was nec- 
essary only to consider the reasons why they were presumed 
capable of conferring benefits and inflicting damage. The Amer- 
ican motion-picture industry was capitalized at more than two 
billion, six hundred million dollan. It employed upwards of two 
hundred thousand people, and its annual payroll exceeded five 
hundred and thirty-three millions of dollars. In the United States, 
its products were seen, in eighteen thousand theaters, by an esti- 
mated ninety million people every week. In foreign lands, they 
were shown in some sixty-eight thousand theaters, having an esti- 
mated weekly attendance of one hundred and forty-five million 
people. One peculiarity distinguished this vast economic mecha- 
nism from all other industries of comparable magnitude. Its 
assets of highest worth were human beings — ^most notably, stars 
and directors. On these persons, the industry staked its huge 
investments. And their appeal for the public was largely deter- 
mined by a single intangible factor: their current prestige. It was 
precisely at this sensitive point that the power of Miss Parsons 
and Miss Hopper could be felt most acutely. For they were 
credited with the ability to create and destroy prestige. It was 
frequently asserted that they were capable of making or breaking 
actresses, actors and directors. Whether or not their authority 
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actually extended to these awesome limits was, from a practical 
point of view, irrelevant. The presumption that it did was quite 
sufficient to justify anxiety. The permanent benignity of even the 
most benevolent despot can never be taken for granted. That 
either Miss Parsons or Miss Hopper could be relied on to remain 
universally and continuously magnanimous, did not happen to be 
among Hollywood’s favorite illusions. 

As public personalities in their own right, almost as colorful, 
and certainly as rich in idiosyncrasies as any of the stars about 
whom they chattered. Miss Parsons and Miss Hopper were fre- 
quently written about by other journalists. These accoxmts were 
usually frivolous in tone, and sometimes patronizing in attitude; 
they seldom indicated the extraordinary competence of the colum- 
nists in their special field. Both were engaged in filling the demand 
of a vast undifferentiated public for intimate and tmusual news 
of an elite. This demand was probably as old as organized society 
itself; the village gossip had been a journalist even before the first 
village newspaper was founded; when the movies became mass 
entertainment, the village expanded to include the world. The 
secret of Miss Parsons’ and Miss Hopper’s outstanding success was 
their remarkable resemblance to James Boswell. For, like Boswell 
in respect to Dr. Johnson, they cherished a conviction of the 
primacy in the universe of Hollywood and whatever went on 
there. To them, the movies and the people engaged in making 
movies were central, supremely absorbing subjects of human 
interest, having an importance that overrode that of wars, catas- 
trophes, political convulsions, or any other competing disturbances 
in the world’s affairs. They both had an implacable appetite for 
detail, a terrifying microscopic vision, and a genius for divination 
sometimes regarded as more fertile than accurate. To the fine 
art of disclosure they both brought such gusto, exuberance and 
breathless excitement as to leave their public stunned by the 
impact of revelation rather than concerned about the truth of its 
content. It was precisely so, and with an identical effect, that the 
Delphic oracle uttered her mysterious pronouncements. 

Miss Parsons, a native of Illinois, had worked for the Essanay 
company before, in 1914, she inaugurated for the Chicago Record 
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Herald the nation’s first movie gossip column. Later appointed 
press agent for William Randolph Hearst’s motion-picture enter- 
prises, she was eventually given the task of turning out a daily 
Hollywood column for the Hearst press. Plump, dark-haired, 
hazel-eyed, with “an expression of blank bewilderment that no 
longer fools anybody,” Miss Parsons was described as a damply 
sentimental woman at heart, for whom her friendships were almost 
sacred; and it was reported that she once put the number of her 
friends at three hundred and twelve. But neither her affectionate 
nature nor her conviviality — ^she was an indefatigable party-giver 
and party-goer — ^blinded her universal Hollywood acquaintance to 
the fact that she was a determined, resourceful collector of news 
and gossip which, she insisted, must be given to her alone, and 
withheld from all other colunmists. Since Miss Hopper made the 
same exaction, Hollywood nominally distributed its “scoops” 
equally to the two sibyls, and followed the same meticulous 
protocol in social matters, to the point of carefully seating them, 
on ceremonial occasions, equidistant from the guest of honor. 

In her task of gathering news. Miss Parsons was assisted by a 
secretary, an assistant reviewer, a young woman reporter who 
covered the Hollywood restaurants, and a “leg-man" whose 
function that term adequately described. But the most intimate 
tid-bits she garnered herself. She composed her columns in the 
blue-and-maroon study of her Beverly Hills home, working every 
day from ten in the morning until half-past one, when the day’s 
prose lyric was put on a teletype for distribution to newspapers 
throughout the world. In the process of composition. Miss Parsons 
usually talked over three telephones simultaneously; this, she 
averred, was a talent with her. The victims of her interro^tion 
seldom failed to agree. What escaped Miss Parsons’ lively attention 
could be dismissed as of negligible interest in the field of private 
life susceptible of public dissemination. 

It was an index of her power that Miss Mary Pickford first 
confided to Miss Parsons the momentous story of her parting from 
Douglas Fairbanks, This Miss Parsons regarded as the biggest 
“scoop" she ever received, and the press considered it the biggest 
story ever to break from Hollywood, With due appreciaticm of its 
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journalistic value. Miss Parsons kept it, as she said, “exclusively 
exclusive” by withholding it until the exact hour when the Hearst 
press could score a world-beat in putting it on the wires. Another 
index of her power appeared when, in 1934, she launched Holly- 
wood as a broadcasting center with a program called Hollywood 
Hotel. During the three years that she acted as its mistress of 
ceremonies, she invited Hollywood stars, whose services were 
reckoned as having a value of two million dollars, to make guest 
appearances without remuneration. It was reported that only one 
failed to comply with her request; this rebellious soul was Miss 
Greta Garbo. But perhaps the most arresting indication of Miss 
Parsons’ power was the alleged rule that her copy could not be 
edited, altered or corrected. To any other journalist — familiar 
with the solecisms, vagaries and aberrations of the dithermyther 
style which was her personal invention — this rule definitely placed 
her, as a power, beyond competition, perhaps even beyond envy. 

Miss Parsons’ trademark was the style of her columns; Miss 
Hopper’s was that of her hats, which were as eccentric in their 
way as her colleague’s prose. She was a collector and wearer of 
weird headgear; on one occasion she suggested to her radio 
audience that they design and send her some nice, new hats; she 
received sixty-five thousand. The daughter of Quakers and a 
native of Pennsylvania, Miss Hopper ran away from home at the 
age of seventeen to go on the stage, achieved a modest success 
in musical comedy, entered the movies as an actress in 1915, and 
became the fifth wife of the celebrated comedian, De Wolfe 
Hopper. For many years one of the screen’s best-dressed actresses, 
and a successful player of sophisticated roles, she eventually retired 
and made her debut as a columnist by reporting Hollywood news 
on a radio program. Two years later, she was put under contract 
by a newspaper syndicate which advised her, after some study, 
that her columns were too kindly in their comment on Hollywood 
personalities, and would fail of success. Miss Hopper managed to 
subdue her native kindliness. Success followed rapidly. 

A handsome, dashing blonde whose personality, appearance 
and legend fascinated the public, Miss Hopper had acquired an 
expert sense of showmanship during her long career as an actresa 
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A “personal appearance tour” which took her barnstorming across 
the continent turned out to be more successful than those of many 
stars. In her radio broadcasts, and in her published coliunns, she 
made skillful use of a headlong, racy, offhand manner that pro- 
duced an effect of suspense. She, too, gathered much of her 
material by telephone; there were said to be five lines in her 
Beverly Hills home. She maintained an office in Hollywood, with 
a staff of assistants, and dictated her columns there every morning, 
sometimes turning out two or three in a few hours. In her quasi- 
private capacity. Miss Hopper served as one of Hollywood’s ofiScial 
hostesses to distinguished visitors, who therefore never failed to 
view a parade of the colony’s brightest luminaries. Her vast 
erudition in the secret mythology of the film capital, so it was said, 
exempted her from the necessity, sometimes felt by autocrats, of 
defining obedience as duty. 

The chief competitor of the two sybils, on the air and in print, 
was Jimmie Fidler, who went to Hollywood after serving an 
enlistment in the Marine Corps during the First World War. His 
intention was to become a screen actor, but his success was not 
notable and he turned to the profession of publicity agent. Like 
Miss Hopper, he began his career of reporting on the radio, and 
became a syndicated columnist for newspapers only after he se- 
cured a large audience of listeners. No less censorious of the 
manners and private lives of Hollywood’s elite thzm his two 
eminent colleagues, Fidler also reserved the use of an additional 
whiplash: he specialized in the previeiving of pictures about to be 
released, and his critical comments were not invariably productive 
of pleasure. Another major syndicated colunmist, Sidney Skolsky, 
took a more humorous and ironical view of the follies of Hollywood 
than most of his colleagues, and devoted his efforts chiefly to 
scraping away the lacquer of glamor which tradition had applied 
to the community. But those who swam bravely about in the 
diamond fishbowl had also to consider the effect of their conduct 
on a local disciplinarian whose castigation was especially to be 
feared. 'The column of Miss Edith Gwynn appeared in the Holly- 
wood Reporter, the industry’s most authoritative tirade paper, and 
its barbed revelations, because they were designed for intramural 
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rather than nation-wide consumption, held explosive possibilities 
exceeded by none. Miss Gwynn was quoted as acknowledging that 
“everything I hear goes in one ear and out the column.” This, in 
a community remarkable for its ability to dispense with acoustical 
equipment, held implications which nobody could afford to 
ignore. 

Readers of the colunmists presumably enjoyed the occasional 
denigration of their idols; readers of the magazines published for 
motion picture ferns did not. These copiously illustrated, lushly 
written productions were ruled by the creed of Panglossism and 
dedicated to the maintenance of a myth. In their pages, Hollywood 
appeared as an immaculate mirage; all the brothers were valiant, 
and all the sisters virtuous. The text of the fan magazines bore no 
discernible relation either to the gossip industriously reported by 
the major columnists, or to the more sensational items which 
appeared in the news columns of the nation’s press. Every month, 
the fan magazines offered beguiling studies of love, glamor, wealth, 
immense prestige, gratifying security and idyllic happiness. Mar- 
riage, in these reassuring accounts, resembled perpetual courtship; 
romance — the prenuptial condition of all stars— was as elegantly 
stylized as a minuet. Here, treated with excited solenmity, were 
to be found the chronicles of mutual infatuation that had been 
painstakingly engineered by studio publicity departments: one 
set, subjected to realistic analysis by Leo C. Rosten, indicated that 
during a single year four major male stars had been “engaged in a 
libidinal round robin” with four equally distinguished female 
stars employed by the same studio. But readers of fen magazines 
apparently did not question the authenticity of these transient 
lyrical excursions; and one editor described them, illuminatingly, 
as “inverse statements of frustration.” Nor did they regard with 
any dubiety the legend of rags-to-riches which consecrated Holly- 
wood’s official faith in the great god Luck. For every fan knew 
that, scarcely a twelve-month before their sudden Olympian 
splendor, one star had been an elevator operator in a Chicago 
department store, another a manicurist, a third a theater-usher and 
a fourth a saxophone player. Occasionally the great tycoons 
wondered whether the sustained organ-note of their publicity 
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experts and the fan magazines was not, indeed, being overworked. 
In 1948, the industry began producing a series of short films in- 
tended to dispel the illusion of romance that surrounded its 
activities, and portray them as a species of hard, serious work. 

Very probably such efforts would have little effect on the per- 
manent high temperature of devout fans, whose fever found an 
outlet in the correspondence columns of the magazines, and in 
the mail which they addressed to their favorite stars- After reading 
all the fan mail received during one month at a single studio for 
one male and one female star, Rosten drew a sobering conclusion. 
“There is a pronounced desire to make the fantasy of movie 
experience less of a fantasy and more of a reality,” he reported. 
“There are many efforts to support a conception that the star is 
a personal friend. Many fans offer elaborate details about their 
life, family, work and hopes, and urge the star to reciprocate with 
similar information. A small proportion of the letters are patho- 
logical in content and make pathological requests,” The socially 
significant fact, however, was that ninety-six percent of this mail 
originated with writers less than twenty-one years of age, and 
fifty-three percent of it came from children under the age of 
thirteen. 

Whether or not the influence of the dithermythers was socially 
beneficent remained open to question. But that it ran deep into 
the currents of American life was obvious. Cities competed for the 
premieres of well-publicized pictures, proclaimed civic holidays on 
the day of their release, organized festivities for the coincidental 
visits of their stars. Hordes of autograph hunters beseiged the 
hotels of stars on personal appearance tours, or merely on holiday. 
And the frenzied hubbub that surrounded them did not lapse at 
continental frontiers. For the illusion of Hollywood was a world- 
wide export. As the year 1949 opened, and the stability of the 
civilized world was threatened by a cold war between its two 
major powers, the screen actor Tyrone Power and the film starlet 
Miss Linda Christian honored the city of Rome with the cele- 
bration of their nuptials. According to the august New York 
Times, which devoted considerable space to a cabled report of 
the cerefncmy, thousands of bobby-soxers rushed the police to 
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break into the church, and the solemnities were muffled by the 
din of a riot in adjacent streets. “Mounted carabineri in full-dress 
uniforms,” the Times recorded, “had been out since early morning 
to handle the crowds and motorized police were obliged to charge 
battalions of women bent upon gaining admission to the church 
of Santa Francesca Romana at all costs.” 

In view of this evidence, who dared question the basic assump- 
tion of such eminent authorities as Miss Parsons and Miss Hopper 
— the final supremacy of Hollywood in the life of the twentieth 
century? 

5 Unquiet City 

In general, the myriad disciples of the dithermythers believed 
Hollywood to be an Arcadia of marble swimming pools, Lucullan 
feasts, gold-plated station wagons, ubiquitous beauty and universal 
romance. Certain other Americans had formed different concepts. 
In his unfinished novel. The Last Tycoon, F. Scott Fitzgerald 
portrayed the film capital as a monstrous, corrupt force, deliber- 
ately imposing on American society standards and attitudes that 
would enable big business to perpetuate its dominion over the 
national life. A yoimger novelist, Budd Schulberg, furnished an 
acid profile of the city in What Makes Sammy Run? This set 
forth the saga of a Hollywood big-shot, and studied the society that 
yielded him its great rewards. In Sammy, an exponent of jungle 
ethics, readers were invited to examine “a blueprint of a way of 
life that was paying dividends in America in the first half of the 
twentieth century.” The darker realities of Arcadia, suggested in 
these fictional studies, were likewise reflected in Hollywood, the 
sociological study made, under the auspices of the Carnegie and 
Rockefeller Foundations, by Leo C. Rosten and a staff of in- 
vestigators. 

Americans sometimes forgot t hat Hollyw ood was a major 
national center of industrial production. It was afflicted by the 
sarfie leHSiOTis and coSSicts*ar§ouWGhicago or Detroit. The issues 
of labor organization and collective bargaining, which produced 
violent strife in the steel and automobile industries, penetrated to 
the motion-picture studios. The public was astonished by the 



[160] life's But a Walking Shadow 

Spectacle of great stars — ^recipients of fabulous salaries — joining a 
labor union, more politely described as a “guild,” and threatening 
an industry-wide strike. It suggested the emergence, in American 
society, of a new class of millionaire proletarians. But the position 
of these screen favorites, in relation to the executives for whom 
they worked, was exactly that of labor to management. Whatever 
their wages, they were merely hired employees, compelled to sell 
their services in a market where, as individuals, they stood at a 
disadvantage. The objectives of greater security, improved work- 
ing conditions, the curbing of an arbitrary exercise of power by 
management, and the right to bargain collectively through rep- 
resentatives of their own choosing — these were as significant to 
workers in the film industry as to those in steel plants, or on 
automotive assembly lines. And the great stars were merely 
spearheads for lowlier colleagues. Actors, directors, writers, and 
other contributors to the making of pictures organized in occu- 
pational imions, or guilds, in order to achieve these objectives. In 
so doing, and for identical protective purposes, they followed the 
course taken, far earlier, by technicians, mechanics and other 
specialized workers whose craft imions had won recognition from 
the industry. The unionization of talent, however, was bitterly 
opposed by management, and success was not easily attained. The 
prospects for stable and peaceful industrial relations seemed no 
more certain in Hollywood than anywhere else in the country. 

And Hollywood Wcis not only beset by internal strife. It was 
likewise perpetually subject to external pressures that sometimes 
were ominously threatening. The fact that its products reached 
a world-wide audience brought them under the cri^cal scrutiny 
of foreign governments, agencies of the United States Govern- 
ment, religious groups, the official spokesmen of various businesses 
and professions, and other similar organs of collective pressure. 
Each of these attempted to impose on the making of pictures an 
obedience to its own speciail purposes. (Glass-blowers protested 
the showing of canned beer; can manufacturers objected to em- 
phasis on bottled beverages; the Newspaper Guild was aggrieved 
by the types of reporter represented on the screen; public carriers 
wanted all forms of accident avoided, as destructive of public 
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confidence; the National Billiard Association demanded that the 
showing of low-grade pool rooms be discontinued.) 

In the foreign field, the industry was especially vulnerable, 
because a large proportion of its profits was derived, from markets 
abroad. It was heavily penalized for its success. The fact that 
audiences abroad preferred American pictures to those made by 
their own producers led certain countries to impose quotas on the 
importation of American films. So the products of Hollywood 
became a major concern of American diplomacy. But commercial 
restrictions were not the only form of pressure exercised from 
abroad. Through the threat of boycott, by way of reprisal, foreign 
nations were able to apply a powerful censorship to the content 
of American pictures. The most spectacular instance of this 
censorship occurred when plans for the production of Sinclair 
Lewis’s anti-Fascist novel. It Can’t Happen Here, were abandoned 
lest the picture give offense to Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini. 

Equally, the objectives of American foreign policy operated tis 
a form of pressure on Hollywood. At t^e end of the Second World 
War, the State Department embarked upon an effort to spread 
the gospel of democracy in Europe through fair and honest 
presentation of the American way of life. In these circumstances 
it was determined not to release abroad such films as The Grapes 
of Wrath and Tobacco Road, because they “might be used as 
propaganda against the United States.” These pictures, dealing 
with dispossessed segments of the nation’s population, would in- 
evitably give foreign spectators a distorted concept of American 
society, and thus embarrass operations of the State Department. 
But, could Hollywood, without retreating into pure escapism, 
concern itself exclusively with the romantic idealization of 
American life? 

That powerful official groups in the United States were bent 
upon imposing their will on Hollywood became clear during, and 
after, the Second World War. The production of certain anti- 
Fascist pictures, before Pearl Harbor, led to a Senate investigation 
of alleged “war propaganda disseminated by the motion-picture 
industry.” The industry invited Wendell Willkie to represent it 
at the senatorial hearings, and Willkie made a ringing assertion of 
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the right of the industry to freedom of expression 
mental to a medium of mass commimication. Ever 
Dies, chairman of the House un-American Act: 
tee, had made sensational charges that American.^ i 
made a vehicle for Communist propaganda- 
stantiate these charges, but they were revived, 
Parnell Thomas, then head of the committee, 
hearings were held which rocked the nation with- < 

These events indicated the degree to whidi H 
be made a convenient scapegoat for the purpc 
pressure groups ■within the United States. It "W 
exposed to sensational attack, and the crusades of 
Dies and Thomas need never be substantiated 
purpose was served by publicity. In these circru 
peared likely that Hollywood — ^traditionally caiiti 
ment of controversial social problems — ^would 
retreat further into a policy of abstention. The i: 
economic stakes made it peculiarly accessible to n 
if it accepted the rule of fear, it would merely fail 
obligations — as the possessor of a medium of mass 
— ^to those functions of public information and 
which, in a democratic society, it should be exp 
Freedom of expression for the screen, in terms con 
of the press and radio, had always been in jeopar 
likely to remain so. 

At the middle of the century, Hollywood t>o 
blance to Arcadia. It seemed rather like a citad 
bereft of the sense of security, anxiously on the 
certain of its future. It had the look of an unqiii< 



CHAPTER V 


We Have Changed All That 


1 While Pathlon's ftrighfett Arts Decay 

In the year igao, the operations of a diminutive, slim Italian in 
the city of Boston, Massachusetts, heralded a new era in American 
life. An ex<Qnvict, a former laborer, clerk, fruit peddler and 
waiter, he had set himself up as an importer when visions of 
grandeur came to him at his olBces in School Street. His altruism 
was extreme. For he offered to make anyone and everyone rich; 
if not overnight, within a few weeks. Who could resist investment, 
with a guaranteed return of fifty percent In forty-five days? Many 
did not. So presently the cry of Charles Ponzi rang over the land: 
"Double your money in ninety days." 
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This benefactor of humanity, so he declared, had found an 
inhillible formula for the spontaneous generation of wealth. By 
using international postal reply coupons to engage in large-scale 
transactions in foreign exchange, he could make Americans rich, 
and nobody the poorer. Money flowed in on him so torrcntially 
that it couldn’t be banked quickly enough. Day after day, the 
cash-boxes in his oflSces were stuffed with currency, then the 
drawers of the desks, fiinally the waste-baskets, until these in turn 
overflowed onto the floor. Businessmen, farmers, laborers, widows, 
the aged, the very young — ^they all sent him their savings: fifteen 
millions of dollars within a few months. Crowds cheered Ponzi in 
the streets of Boston. And, for a while, he paid off as promised. 
Then the iridescent bubble burst. Ponzi had been using incoming 
funds to pay off earlier investors, merely robbing Peter to pay 
Paul. But his scheme prefigured the shape of things to come. For 
this was the era of Harding and high living; prohibition and 
pleasure; sex and the saxophone. It was the age of bea utiful 
.nonsense, of the *^1*^*^ WlS JUCTf^ going 

to come to an end. This was normalcy. 

’“""'"Tlie vTsiotfs'TEatTiS3“KnMgfil^ Boston fruit peddler and 
his credulous client soon began swarming across the nation’s 
screens. For it was obvious that the proper uses of the new pros- 
perity required an informed expounder. Now that Americans 
were at last free to pursue happiness, should they not be furnished 
with an image of their quarry? The age demanded a qualified 
arbiter and pundit. Hollywood provided him, in the person of 
Cecil Blount De Mille. Nearing his fortieth year, stocky, bald, 
pugnacious, and every inch a showman, De Mille became almost 
as widely known for his idiosyncrasies as his films. He was the 
first director to use a megaphone and, still later, a loudspeaker. 
His predilection for shirts that were open at the throat initiated a 
Hollywood vogue that was to spread across the nation and endure 
for three decades. On the set, he always wore puttees; they had 
been indispensable when, a few years earlier, he was shooting 
pictures in the desert. But his fad established them as insignia of 
rank; and his brother, William C. De Mille, later was moved to 
wonder whether Hollywood’s veneration of directorial puttees did 
not emphasize the wrong end of all directors. 
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In a sense, De Mille could be reckoned as the Ward McAllister 
of the times; the self-appointed mentor of anxious wealth, inviting 
instruction in an appropriate way of life, and — to enjoy this 
fully — ^requiring assunmce that it was, beyond doubt, in the 
highest degree superlative. McAllister, the paunchy, pompous 
cousin of Julia Ward Howe, had been the accredited chamberlain 
of Mrs. William Astor; the autocrat of drawing rooms in New 
York and Newport; but he had limited his school of the more 
perfect life to an enrollment of four hundred carefully chosen 
novices. In a period of lambrequins, fringe and gilt, he had 
applied to social amenities all the decorative exuberance of a 
Victorian upholsterer. De Mille’s classes could be estimated only 
in millions. His registration far exceeded the wildest dreams that 
afflicted any correspondence school. Yet his function was precisely 
that of the forgotten McAllister, and his methods were almost 
identical. 

The cornucopia of plenty, tilting over the nation during the 
World War, had balanced at a novel angle and for a decade would 
pour its paper-golden stream over most Americans. There was a 
sudde n dissati sfa ction widi old^ways o f conduc ting existence. The 
accent was now on youth, and the bobbed-haire 3 , sKort-skirted 
flapper, with her male partner, the raccoon-coated sheik, led the 
national pilgrimage to an improbable holy city. Women had 
stopped buying cotton underclothes. Salesgirls, stenographers and 
factory workers were adopting the silk lingerie and stockings 
previously monopolized by the rich. In five years, the number 
of automobile owners nearly doubled, rising from eight to more 
than fifteen million. New resorts, country clubs, night spots, real- 
esute developments were springing up everywhere, and luxuries 
were in demand throughout the countrjr. Women of the protected 
classes were turning to careers outside the home. As a result, the 
bungalow and kitchenette flat became popular. Delicatessen stores 
were the major source of urban home-cooking. But people in 
cities dined out, and when they didn’t go to a favorite “speak,” 
you might find them in restaurants whose signs flaunted the com- 
forting assurance that “Mom’s in the Kitchen.” Most other Mamas 
were likely to be red-hot. In 1914, only one couple of every ten 
dissolved their union by divorce; fifteen years later, the rate had 
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reached one of every six. The old social order — ^at its inaccessible 
peak, rigid, exclusive and aristocratic — ^was speedily crumbling. 
There was, everywhere, an intense curiosity about wealth, about 
the manner of life cultivated by the rich, about all the things that 
money could buy. There was a widespread interest in etiquette, 
social amenities, the standards of fashion, beauty, diversion of the 
non-existent Medici whom Americans thought they admired. And 
there flourish ed an immens e, insatiable, largely ungrati fied pre- 
occupati on wiSi se x.' "X democracy that had suddenly achieved 
prosperity without precedent, a prosperity that surpassed hope 
and challenged belief, was asking for a pattern to follow. 

In the films that were to make him famous, De Mil le provided 
instruction as well as delight; he taught by pleasing. His themes 
were two—money, its uses and by-products; and sex. His formula 
was to avoid life in the raw, and to serve it sous cloche, piping hot, 
stewed in the most costly butter and sauced in the richest cream. 
The United States portrayed in his pictures was the America of 
the future as his audience wished to conceive it. De Mille’s 
America was a society surfeited with luxuries, domiciled in exotic 
surroundings, equipped with a morality more flexible than rubber, 
to which boredom was a sin, excitement a necessity, and romance 
— ^in the guise of a perpetual search for the embodiments of “it” 
(a manifold imity deduced by Mrs. Elinor Glyn) — the favorite 
avocation of both sexes. 

For, as De Mille reminded his fellow-citizens, “the ruined 
woman is as out of style as the Victorian who used to faint.” He 
saw to it that the indestructible woman who presided over his 
brave new world enjoyed suitable surroundings. Her bathroom 
ceased to be a purely functional utility. In eleven of his pictures, 
De Mille transformed it into a place of esthetic resort, with settings 
that established fresh standards for American domestic architec- 
ture. De Mille also converted her bedroom into a boudoir, 
divorcing it from familiar and literal associations with sleep. 
Largely because of him, the verb itself, as used by Americans, shed 
all su^estions of dormancy, and took on enchantingly active 
implications. The De Mille boudoir became a chapel for the 
celebration of rites authorized by custom, but still accounted 
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inregulftr by the law and the church. The De Mille heroine always 
had a sumptuous drawing room. Its principal use was as a way- 
siatitm for the performance of devotions that were preliminary, 
propitiatory and pleasant. To encourage the shy, and accelerate the 
masterful male, it sometimes contained an absolute novelty: a 
portable bar. 

While redesigning the American home, De Mille did not 
neglect the attire of its mistress. Not only did he introduce new 
fashicms; he revolutionized their diffusion. Previously, the fashion 
shows of Paris and New York had been restricted to the elect, and 
strict ctmtrols withheld their novelties from the popular market 
until after they had otased to be new. But De Mille changed all 
that. Invading the citadels of privilege, he lured to the Paramount 
studios eminent creators of style, renowned bootmakers, coiffeurs, 
millineis; a staff of accredited experts able to produce the lingerie, 
frocks, hats, furs, slippers and accessories formerly available only 
to the very wailthy. Then, he incorporated the fashion show into 
his photoplays, using his most attractive actresses as models. Under 
his dispensation, the woman on Main Street needed only to go 
to her local picture house to see displays far more elaborate than 
those offered on the Rue de la Paix, or Fifty-seventh Street, and 
equally authentic. De Mille thus made Hollywood a new source 
of fashicm: and. since the screen could promulgate its dictates 
quickly, Hollywood was soon influencing the attire of women 
throughout the world. 

Fcht his demonstrations of the new decorum, De Mille chose 
titles as provocative as the views of life that they dispensed: Don’t 
Change Your Husband, Why Change Your Wife?, Male and 
Female, Forbidden Fruit, Saturday Night, The Golden Bed, were 
typical. They were persuasive lessons in morals, aspirations, decor 
and deportment, ritowing Americarts not only what they ought to 
want, but how to go about getting everything that was coming 
to them. They left unrepresented only the economic foundation, 
and final achievement, of the purposes they illustrated— and 
audiences, fortunately, could take the one for granted while 
drwiming about the other. All of De Millc’s pictures professed to 
deal with •’problems.*' But whatever the nature of their issues. 
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these superheated dramas encouraged a hopeful conclusion about 
the national life. No impassable social and economic abyss sepa- 
rated the jerry-built suburban bungalow, or kitchenette flat, from 
the opulent Park Avenue penthouse. Here today, and there 
tomorrow; while riding the breathtaking escalator of fortune, 
two events were almost certain to occur. The litde woman would 
meet her soul-mate, a man capable of understanding and fulfilling 
her need for love; and he would remarkably resemble Thomas 
Meighan. The man, meanwhile, would come upon a lively coun- 
terfeit of Miss Gloria Swanson, willing to undertake his further 
education and perhaps even the manicuring of his soul. She would 
be seductive, worldly-wise and a trifle disillusioned, dashing, and 
very costly. She was bound to be “leading her own life” under the 
dual inspirations of her impetuous heart and cool, practical mind. 
She would be a creature all platinum and pearls — a. perennial in- 
vitation, an indefatigable torch-bearer of advancing culture. Such 
were the phantoms that rose on the horizons of American hope. 

That De Mille’s gospel profoundly impressed his countrymen 
was evident, not only from the extraordinary popularity of his 
pictures, but from their widespread imitation by other studios. 
But nothing more clearly revealed its impact on the American 
mind and heart than the fortunes of a rival gospel: that of Miss 
Mary Pickford. After joining the United Artists constellation in 
1919, Miss Pickford, now her own producer, was free to indulge 
her old desire to play mature roles. She soon imdertook one in 
Dorothy Vernon, a costume romance founded on an old novel by 
Charles Major. The picture “didn’t click” with audiences. Was 
this only because her adorers refused to permit her to grow up? 
She had made herself a symbol of eternal youth; her admirers felt, 
when they saw her playing adult roles, that they too were ad- 
vancing in years, and they resented the implied accusation of 
middle age: this was one explanation of Miss Pickford’s waning 
popularity. Yet, how could the innocent idealism of Mary Pick- 
ford’s philosophy compete with the doctrine of bigger-and- 
betterism so persuasively set forth by De Mille? She herself 
lamented its inadequacy to the times. "In the epidemic of hair- 
cutting that has swept the country, I am one of the few who have 
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escaped,” she wrote, in igay, in the Pictorial Review. "It has been 
a hard-fought battle, and the problem has occupied many of my 
waking and sleeping hours. I say 'sleeping* because it often in- 
trudes itself into my dreams. . . . Sometimes it is a dreadful 
nightmare, when I feel the cold shears at the back of my neck, and 
see my curls fall one by one at my feet, useless, lifeless thin^ to 
be packed away in tissue paper with other outworn treasures. . . . 
My curls have become so identified with me that they have almost 
become a trade-mark ... a symbol, and I think that shorn of them 
I id)ould become almost as Samson after his unfortunate meeting 
with Delilah. . . But, with an ironical fitness. Miss Pickford 
submitted to the shears in the firat year of the Great Depression. 
And when she played Coquette and JKiki — two girls who were 
anything but nice — it became obvious that the gospel of Pollyanna 
had gone down to final defeat, that the victory of sex-^-la-mode was 
complete, 

De Mille, meanwhile, had Iwen considering the eventual 
salvation of his countrymen. After his secular evangels had been 
widely imitated, he made The Ten Commandments, which pref- 
aced a contemporary story with a screen version of the Book of 
Exodus. During the filming of this s[)ectacle, Theodore Roberts 
and James Neil, in Biblical costume and makeup, waited for a 
promised conference with De Mille. Finally overcome by exhaus- 
tion, they sent him a message: "Just say that Mcaes and Aaron 
are waiting to see God." Perhaps it was a memory of this levity 
that made De Mille draw up, for all players in The King of Kings 
— a celluloid equivalent of Bruce Barton's The Man Nobody 
Knows— -me of the most remarkable contracts ever issued in 
Hollywood. Under its provisions, the players guaranteed that 
their conduct in private life would be exemplary during the film- 
ing of the picture, and for one year after its release. As William 
C. De Mille afterwards explained, "It would never do to have the 
Virgin Mary getting a divorce, or St. John cutting up in a 
nightclub." 

At the middle of the century, Cecil B. De Mille was still an 
active force in Hollywood. For thirty years he had exercised a 
powerful influence on the making of motion pictures, and so, 
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on the thoughts, hopes and habits of Americans. One lesson he 
had deeply impressed on both Hollywood and the nation. It was 
illustrated in an anecdote about Samuel Goldwyn told by the 
columnist Earl Wilson. In 1949, the Italian director Roberto 
Rossellini visited Hollywood. Rossellini had made, with amateur 
actors, at little expense, stark and tragic pictures of post-war life 
in Italy which, when released in the United States, were widely 
acclaimed. They proved also to be highly profitable, and Goldwyn 
— ^according to Wilson — masked Rossellini to explain his secret. 
“It’s simplicity,” said the Italian director. “I don’t use Big Names, 

1 don’t use lights. I don’t use makeup. I don’t use scenery.” But 
Goldwyn had a question. “What’s new about that? I did that 
forty years ago, when I was broke.” 

The obligation to lavishness, the avoidance of simplicity, were 
one of the major contributions of Cecil B. De Mille. He taught 
Hollywood, and the nation, how not to feel poor. 

2 The Object All Sublime 

The overwhelming popular success of De Mille’s pictures inspired 
Hollywood to produce a cycle of “society dramas.” Many of these 
showed little respect for the institution of marriage; most of them 
examined sex from viewpoints notably lacking in solemnity. Two 
German directors brought to the American screen a European 
sophistication that made light of traditional native taboos. Erich 
von Stroheim’s Blind Husbands, The Devil’s Passkey and Foolish 
Wives were cynical in their treatment of the ancient sanctities. 
Ernest Lubitsch’s Kiss Me Again, Forbidden Paradise and The 
Marriage Circle reported indulgendy on the casual infidelities of 
the socially elect. Presently, one picture bluntly inquired. Is 
Matrimony a Failure? Another pertinently asked. Why Be Good? 
Americans who wished to consult the oracles of Hollywood on 
these topics received further information in such films as Mad 
Love, Flaming Youth, The Beautiful and Damned. 

During the year 1925, the sociologists Robert S. Lynd and 
Helen Merrell Lynd studied the culttire of Muncie, Indiana. In 
Middletown, they made public certain facts about the movies in 
that city. There were nine picture theaters which, during one 
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month, drew an attendance approximately four and one half times 
as large as the total population. During one week, films entitled 
The Daring Years, Sinners in Silk, Women Who Give and The 
Price She Paid competed for public attention. They quoted a 
press account of the Sunday first showing of a new picture: “Sheiks 
and their 'shebas’ ... sat without a movement or a whisper 
through the presentation. ... It was a real exhibition of love- 
making and the youths and maidens . . . who thought they knew 
something about the art found that they still had a great deal to 
learn.” And no wonder. For, as the Lynds remarked, quoting 
the advertisement of a locally featured film, this was a culture 
dealing with “the things you’ve always wanted to do and never 
dared.” 

But Hollywood’s transvaluation of values assumed to be 
eternal did not meet with universal approval. Clergymen, edu- 
cators, clubwomen and reformers joined in a savage attack which 
thoroughly frightened the film magnates. Resolutions condemn- 
ing sinfulness and immorality in pictures were passed by the 
Southern Baptist Conference, the Central Conference of Ameri- 
can Rabbis, Roman Catholic, Episcopalian, Methodist and Chris- 
tian Endeavor organizations, and the General Federation of 
Women’s Clubs. One hundred bills providing for the censorship 
of pictures were introduced in the legislatures of thirty-seven 
states during the year 1921, and were defeated in thirty-three. 

In December of that year, two representatives of the film 
industry journeyed to Washington as envoys to Will H. Hays, 
chairman of the Republican National Committee which had con- 
ducted Senator Warren G. Harding’s successful campaign for the 
presidency, and subsequently Postmaster General in Harding’s 
cabinet. The film magnates invited Hayes to become “leader of 
the industry” at an annual salary of one hundred thousand dollars. 
Hays afterwards related that on Christmas morning, while his son 
and two nephews were putting on cowboy suits which they had 
found beneath the tree, he overheard an argument about which one 
of them, in an ensuing game, was to represent Bill Hart, the popu- 
lar cowboy star. At that moment, he recalled the familiar words, 
“Out of die mouths of babes and sucklings . . .” Was not the 
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proffered post a challenge, a duty? Describing this touching scene 
nearly a quarter of a century later, Raymond Moley observed that, 
“Tears still come to his eyes when he tells that he stood up, then, in 
the shadow of the Christmas tree, and silently repeated the vow of 
St. Paul: ‘And this I do.’ ’’ Indeed, Hays did so well as president 
of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America 
that his salary was later increased by fifty percent. 

Hays took office as czar, or overlord, of the motion-picture 
industry in January, 1922, and remained in office for twenty-three 
years, eventually being succeeded by Eric Johnston, former presi- 
dent of the United States Chamber of Commerce. Small, wiry, 
intensely energetic. Hays was a favorite subject for caricaturists 
because of his pronouncedly large ears and his three-inch-high 
stMy starched collars. But journalists who had closely followed 
his career rated him as a genius in practical politics. As a young 
Indiana lawyer, he had become party chairman of his county, then 
of the state. At the age of thirty-eight, national chairman of the 
Republican Party, he had been largely responsible both for its 
financial prosperity and its electoral victory. In Washington Close- 
Ups, the journalist Edward G. Lowry described Hays as “an 
articulate emotionalist if ever there was one; a politician to his 
fingertips and a strong josher; a real handshaker and elbow- 
massager.” His friend Raymond Moley, when writing the history 
of Hays’ overlordship, remarked that, “Even back in 1922, Hays 
always had carrots in his pocket for the donkey.’’ This facility in 
vegetable suasion was reinforced by an aptitude for the kind of 
rhetoric which, by many of his countrymen, was accounted a 
unique index of profound truth. “We must have toward that 
sacred thing, the mind of a child,” Hays declared shortly after 
taking office, “toward that dean and virgin thing, that unmarked 
slate — ^we must have toward that the same sense of responsibility, 
the same care about the impressions made upon it, that the best 
teacher or the best clergyman, the most inspired teacher of 
youth would have.” Who, indeed, could ask more of Hollywood 
than this? 

The organization over which Hays presided — soon popularly 
known as “the Hays office” — ^was, in function, a trade association. 
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Its announced major objects were four. It wished to insure, for 
the industry, freedom “from the deadening hand of governmental 
interference through political censorsliip.” In order to achieve 
this freedom, it proposed to establish an increasing measure of 
self-regulation by the industry. In the public, it wished to arouse 
increased interest and understanding that would ultimately result 
in a rising level of taste for better pictures. And, within the in- 
dustry, it hoped to bring about improved relations among pro- 
ducing companies, and between the great groups of producers, 
distributors and exhibitors. 

In 1950, Hays secured the technical adoption, by producers 
holding membership in his organization, of a "production code" 
designed to govern the morals of motion pictures. This code had 
been drafted by Martin Quigley, publisher of motion picture 
trade papers and magazines, and the Reverend Daniel J. Lord, 
S. J., professor of dramatics at the University of St. Louis. It set 
forth certain fundamental principles to be followed, and a series 
of specific prohibitions to be observed, in the making of motion 
pictures. Members of the Motion Picture Producers and Distribu- 
tors of America were pledged to obedience to this code. But, since 
no practicable method of enforcing its provisions had been de- 
vised, it remained largely inoperative. 

Meanwhile, the movies were being coldly scrutinized by a 
group of academic experu in social studies. Under the auspices of 
The Payne Fund, these educators had organized the Motion 
Picture Research Council, and had set up a program of investiga- 
tion. It was estimated that some thirty million boys and girls 
under the age of twenty-one visited the nation’s movie houses 
every week. The kind of nurture that they were receiving seemed, 
to the professom of sociology, education and related subjects, a 
matter of grave social importance. The studies which they under- 
took were intended to analyze the content of motion pictttres and 
determine, so far as possible, the nature of their influence on 
youth. 

Publication of the Payne Fund Studies began in 1933; the 
factual flndinp and general conclusions which they reported 
were widely publicized and provoked resentment in large seg- 
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ments of the population. Statistical analysis indicated that crime, 
sex and love (the distinction, in itself, appeared to be significant) 
furnished the themes of nearly three-quarters of the pictures being 
exhibited. These pictures placed a disproportionate emphasis on 
the lives and environment of ultra-wealthy, leisured social groups. 
The privileged folk who figured in them were represented as 
leading a violent existence; some four hundred and fifty crimes 
were either committed or attempted in the pictures. Their goals 
in life were predominantly selfish; only nine percent were actuated 
by motives likely to benefit society at large. Statistical calculation 
indicated that winning another’s love was a major preoccupation 
of seventy percent of the characters. Yet marriage for love was 
the a m bition of only slightly more than one-third. So far as youth 
was concerned, the Payne Fund investigators concluded that the 
patterns of conduct offered for emulation by the movies tended 
mainly to encourage anti-social behavior. 

To reply to the challenge of the Payne Fund Studies, the 
motion-picture industry chose Raymond Moley, former professor 
of public law at Columbia University, and one of President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s early advisers. Moley’s book. Are We 
Movie-Made? was based, as he acknowledged, on Art and Pru- 
dence, a philosophical study by Mortimer Adler. As a result the 
movie-makers of Hollywood were in the peculiar position of 
finally relying, for their defence, on a medieval saint of whom 
probably not many of them had ever heard. For Adler, professor 
of the philosophy of law at Chicago University, had based his 
book on the teachings of the French Catholic philosopher, Jacques 
Maritain, and these were derived from the works of St. Thomas 
Aquinas. Adler and Moley asserted that the Payne Fund Studies 
were of no practical value, since “The findings of social science 
are no better than the common opinions of men about the same 
matter.” Scientific research was not capable of establishing any 
real connection between conduct as represented in the movies, 
and conduct as practised in everyday life. The ideal to be followed 
by movie-makers was “the general subordination of the popular 
arts to prudence” — an ideal which Moley contended could be 
best realized by entrusting the supervision of motion pictures to 
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those charged with administration of the production code, who 
could secure the co-operation of representatives of the churches, 
schools, and welfare agencies. “All of this,” Moley urged, “results 
in a pooling of private efforts in a constructive way — ^a method 
vastly superior in effectiveness to the efforts of government 
through censorship or other forms of repressive action.” 

To William C. De Mille, however, this theoretical discussion 
appeared to ignore a practical situation faced by makers of movies. 
After a successful career as a playwright, he had spent twenty years 
in HoUywood writing and directing photoplays, and he asserted 
that the American people, when buying their tickets for the 
movies, were paying for enjoyment, not for mental and spiritual 
benefit. “If a show is only moral and cultural, educational and 
artistic,” he declared, “the mass of our fellow citizens will treat it 
as though it were rat poison. If it is entertaining, they will throng 
to it though it may lack all other virtues. The function of the 
stage and screen alike is first, last and all the time, to entertain. 
Educational and artistic values are unobjectionable, but not at 
all fundamental or even necessary.” Whether or not De Mille 
correctly interpreted the will of the American people, he seemed 
to speak accurately for Hollywood’s understanding of it. 

It was not disco <;«ii>i^ b”* ^■"Tinn a ^hreateneH 

boyc ott, that led the Motion Picture Producers and Distrib utors 
of America to impose a measure of self-r^gpj ^rinn 
rn“i9^rffiel)ilSo]^bI“f^^ (SaoUc Church organized a 

nation-wide Legion of Decency for the purpose of protecting 
members of their communion, especially children, against the 
influence of “immoral” pictures. Those who joined the Legion 
were required to pledge their intention to boycott any film listed 
as offensive by the clerical authorities of their diocese. Within a 
few months, the Legion enrolled a membership of several mil- 
lions. The crusade thus initiated was publicly approved by leaders 
of other faiths, and the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ 
in America issued a warning to Hollywood that, if reform was 
not undertaken, it would do all in its power to bring about 
Federal censorship. The upshot was an agreement by the Hays 
office rigorously to enforce the production code. 
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On July 1, 1934, the internal censorship of motion pictures 
began under a system that to^^lfiiURTte force at the middle 
of the century. It was effected by the Production Code Administra- 
tion, soon to become known by the name ok its utrecior, Jdicph I. 
“Breen, as the "Breen Office.” Producers belonging to the Hays 
organization agreed not to release, distribute, or exhibit any 
picture — whether made by them, or by independent producers 
distributing through their facilities — unless the picture had re- 
ceived a certificate of approval signed by the Director trf the 
Production Code Administration, and displayed its official teal. 
The penalty for contravention was a fine of twoity>five thcmsand 
dollars. The services of the Breen Office were made available to 
all producen of pictures, whether or not members of the Hays 
organization, and as the scheme worked out, more than ninety- 
five percent of all motion pictures made in the United States were 
subjected to the censorship of Breen and his subordinates. 

The production code stated three general principles, (t) "No 
picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of 
those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience diatl never 
be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin.” (a) "Cor- 
rect standards of life, subject only to die requirements of drama 
and entertainment, shall be presented." (3) "law, natural or 
human, shall not be ridiculed, nor shall sympathy be created for 
its violation.” The specific provisions and prohibitions of the code 
covered fifteen subjects. These were: crimes against the law; sex; 
vulgarity; obscenity; profeinity; costume; dances; religion; loca- 
tions; national feelings; titles; repellent subjects; and special 
regulations on crime, costume and cruelty to animats. By 1947, 
over sixteen thousand films had received the certificate of approval 
of the Breen office, and its decisions had been codified in more 
than nine hundred and fifty categories to furnish applicable 
precedents. 

But notwithstanding this vast apparatus for the preservation of 
an absolute morality, morality itself remained a laigely relative 
subject. Thus, for example, according to Joseph I. Breen, it was 
"not uncommon for the Production Code Administration to find 
out who are being cast in certain parts before judgment is given 
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as to the acceptability of the script.” The reason for this, as Breen 
explained, was the universal star-worship of American youth, 
which inclined young spectators of pictures to identify themselves 
with the parts played by their idols, and thereafter, at least sub- 
consciously, strive to live accordingly. In the nature of things, “a 
well-known, an admired, a glamorous star leaves a greater, a 
deeper, a more lasting and potentially a more beneficial — or more 
harmful — impression than an average or ordinary actor.” It was, 
therefore, in Breen’s judgment, “reasonable and legitimate not to 
allow too much latitude to leading stars in the portrayal of sin. 
So true is this, that at times the acceptability of a scene may 
rightly depend, not so much on what transpires, as on who is 
playing the role.” 

The way in which this moral relativism actually worked out 
could be deduced from two examples cited by Martin Quigley, of 
films released just prior to the organization of the Breen office. 
One was Riptide, starring Miss Norma Shearer, a glamorous and 
widely beloved actress who, during the course of the picture, com- 
mitted a casual adultery. The story was objectionable, according 
to Quigley, “principally because of the depiction of the popular 
star in a role of casual attitude toward infidelity on the grounds 
of the pattern of conduct toward which this conduct inclines an 
audience.” Presumably, the picture might have been found less 
objectionable had the role been played by an actress of minor 
consequence, inferior attraction, and the object of little idolatry. 

On the other hand. I’m No Angel, which starred Miss Mae 
West, an actress of quite different appeal than Miss Shearer, was 
disapproved for reasons equally deriving from the public personal- 
ity of the player. It was condemned by Quigley as “a vehicle for a 
notorious characterization of a scarlet woman whose amatory 
instincts are confined exclusively to the physical” and was held to 
be morally objectionable “because specifically its sportive wise- 
cracking tends to create tolerance if not acceptance of things 
essentially evil.” Since in all of her pictures Miss West played 
only one type of role — the hard, brassy, cynical, wise-cracking, 
uninhibited woman with a roving eye and an inalterably rising 
temperature — ^it was clear that nothing could be done to bring 
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her within the moral boundaries of the production code. Shortly 
after the Breen office came into existence, and at the peak of her 
popularity with movie audiences. Miss West disappeared from the 
nation’s screens. 

Hollywood’s eflEort to bridge a gap between the moral restricr 
tions imposed by the Breen office, and the mores of the movie- 
going public, sometimes resulted in humorous expedients oa 
whidx the censors apparently cast a benevolent eye. Such was the 
“sign language’’ described, in 1949, by the columnist Sidney 
Skolsky, a device for making explicit actions which could not be 
represented, or thoughts that could not be verbally expressed. 
Skolsky cited, as an example, a scene played by Miss Susan Hay- 
ward and Richard Conte. “Richard had just brought Susan home 
after an evening at night clubs. She stands in a dimly-lighted, 
luxurious living room, and he’s at the door. Not a word is spoken. 
Conte takes hold of the door knob to go, and it’s then that she lets 
her fur jacket slip off her shoulders and fall to the floor, revealing 
her in a black, low-cut evening dress. That’s the ‘sign’ which 
means, ‘I want you to stay.’ Conte knows this, takes off his coat, 
and stays.’’ 

It was Skolsky’s opinion that audiences, too, would understand 
the “sign’’ — ^for Hollywood, notwithstanding the censors, had 
educated the movie-goers, to the degree that when Miss Betty 
Grable took off a shoe, the audience understood this as a “sign” 
indicating a more thorough disrobing than the Breen office per- 
mitted. Yet the necessity for these subterfuges indicated an increas- 
ing disparity between the moral assumptions of the Breen office 
and those which actually governed American life. By the middle 
of the century, none of the original provisions of the production 
code had been dropped, but many of them appeared to be obso- 
lete. “Some of the restrictions are as inappropriate as the bathing 
suits of 1927 would be on the beaches of today,” asserted Dr. Ruth 
A. Inglis, author of a book on Freedom of the Movies and associate 
professor of sociology at the University of Washington. “If the 
screen is to have anything to do with the world of reality, it cannot 
be shackled by rules that are insensitive to changing moral and 
social values.” A contradictory view was expressed by Geoffrey 
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Shurlock, assisuni to Joseph I. Breen. “The basic moral aspects 
of the code seem fundamental for all time,” he stated. “History 
proves that sound morals remain constant tlirough the centuries.” 
This was a dogmatic assertion which many historians, anthropol- 
ogists and perhaps even some moralists might question, and 
which the practice of Hollywood itself did not consistently sup- 
port. But it did not invite attack at the box-oflice. 

3 Kingp Ar« Powns 

During the gay and gorgeous nineteen-twenties, Cecil B. De Mille 
was teaching Americans to be satisfied only with films whose 
maken could point proudly to the expenditure of one million 
dollars. A new criterion of excellence and beauty gained ascend- 
ancy; the worth of anything could be reckoned in terms of its 
costliness. One event demonstrated the authority of this new 
value. In igay, the Model-T Ford passed into history. Mother 
was having her face lifted, and under the ubiquitous permanent- 
waving machine was busily knitting copies of those fabulously 
expensive, tittle Chanel sweaters that she saw on the screen — and 
friendly, familial Lizzie went on her way to join aspidistras, corsets 
and the obsolete onc-dollar bill. 

The celtuiords of Hollywood, as Ixo C. Rosten was later to 
call them, were meanwhile engaged in a battle that revived, on 
the industrial scene, the kind of Sitvage warfare practised, forty 
years earlier, by such tycoons as John D. Rockefeller and Andrew 
Carnegie in their determinatiem to achieve monopolistic status. 
The new autocrats were the humble independents of the previous 
decade, who had rebelled against the magnates of the General 
Film trust. Now, such men as Adolph Zukor, Carl Laemmle, 
William Fox and Marcus Loew were themselves masters of vast 
empires, commanding resources that rivaled those of the oil-kings, 
the siecl-prinrcs and the pork-barons. For Wall Street was pouring 
its billions into the industry: Kuhn, Locb and Company, Halsey, 
Stuart and Company, the du Fonts and others were furnishing the 
life-blood of empire, strife and conquest. Competition took the 
form of making ever “bigger and better" pictures. Since these 
had to be forced upon a captious public by the arts of prestige, 
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the possession of “first-run theaters,” where the prestige of films 
was established, became a matter of overwhelming strategic im- 
portance. It was Adolph Zukor's plan, for example, to exclude 
the films of his rivals from the screen by acquiring as many first- 
run houses as possible in key cities, and to this end — ^like Rocke- 
feller so long before^ — ^he sent out emissaries who became known 
as the “wrecking crew” and “dynamite gang” to force theater- 
owners either to use his pictures exclusively or, by threatening 
to erect more magnificent houses in adjacent locations, to sur- 
render their properties. 

In the orgy of theater-building that this warfare precipitated, 
the new cult of costliness as beauty became a potent weapon. The 
favor of hundreds of millions of Joe Doakeses was the prize at 
stake. Not only must Joe Doakes be shown pictures constantly 
more lavish and extravagant; he must also be stimned into pre- 
liminary anesthesia by the splendor of the temples in which they 
were first shown. For a few hours he must be made to feel that 
he entered, by natural right, into a palace more spacious than 
Versailles, more ornately improbable than the Newport chateau 
of any nabob of the gilded age; that this stupefying miracle of 
fantasy genuinely belonged to him; that because it had been 
created only for his pleasure, he was, indeed, more powerful than 
any king. In Chicago, to please Joe Doakes, Barney Balaban and 
Samuel Katz, who had begun their careers as ushers and pianists 
in nickelodeons, built with the assistance of John Herz, the taxicab 
king, and other capitalists, the sumptuous Central Park, Riviera, 
and Oriental theaters, which made the lately opened Strand, in 
New York, seem a monument of old-fashioned simplicity. In 
Hollywood itself, the enterprising Sid Grauman erected Egyptian 
and Chinese tributes to the common man which surpassed, in 
their wonders, any spectacles conceivably to be projected on their 
screens. In the lobby of one of them, eternally etched upon 
concrete, were the footprints of the public’s most venerated idols; 
and even the humblest citizen could stand where once Charles 
Chaplin had trod, or Mary Pickford, or whatever other divinity 
he worshipped. 

Nothing was more characteristic of American civilization, in 
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the public aspects of private desiK, than this new architecture 
of tangible illusion, dedicated to the vending of a universal day- 
dream. It reached a memorable pirmacle in the autumn of jgs6 
when Adolph Zukor, who fourteen years earlier had owned a 
shabby picture house on Fourteenth Street, opened the mammoth 
Paramount Theater in New York City. The Fifth Avenue man- 
sitms of millionaires were passing into the hands of the wreckers; 
Henry Fc«ti was angrily protesting the seduction of sensible, frugal 
Americans by guigets, streamlining and drromium plate; but the 
Paramount, a stately pleasure-dome of magic casements, was tbe 
costliest theater yet built. The skyscraper that housed it repre- 
sented an CHitlay of seventeen millions of dollars. The shrine itself 
had absorbed three millions. 

You entered a massive domed lobby, with a semi-circular 
colonnade of strikingly veined mtarbles, supported on a black amd 
gold base one story high. From this, you passed into the Hall of 
Nations, tme wall of which was formed by stones collected from 
thirty-seven different countries, identified on a set of bronze 
ubleu. Tlie Grand Hall came next, one hundred and fifty feet 
in length, forty feet wide and fifty feet high, its dome supported 
by huge marble columns, with an Immense, ornate marble stair- 
way at one end. beyond was the vast auditorium, seating approxi- 
mately four thousand people, a French Renaissance marvel of 
ivory, rtxw-red, turquoise blue and gold, with fountains at either 
side of the proscenium glowing under the shifting play of multi- 
colored lights. 

But this was not alt. For there were more titan a doz«t loung- 
ing rooms where the public might enjoy a cultivated leisure 
amidst paintings collected by a defunct Vanderbilt. Each of these 
rendezvous bore a name, so that people wishing to meet could 
designate a preferred locus of impatience. Thus, in the basement, 
there was the superb Elizabethan Room, paneled in walnut, 
illuminated by brtmze brackeu embellished with figures in porce- 
lain each reixresentlng a fadiion of feminine coiffure from the time 
of the Virgin Queen to that of the unchastened flapper. EIzcwhere, 
there were the Peacock Promenade, the Tea Gallery for rcfredi- 
ment, the Oiinoiserie sacred to feminine cigarettes. There were 
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the Club Room, the Hunting Room, the Jade Room, the Powder 
Box, the Marie Antoinette Room, the Empire and Colonial 
Rooms, the Music Room where chamber concerts were played 
by a string orchestra. In the auditorium, of course, a picture was 
being screened — (with exquisite irony, the film chosen to open 
the Paramount was titled God Gave Me T wenty Cents ) — ^and the 
complex magnificence of this setting was somehow requisite to its 
eventual success. 

But amidst the manifold delights of theaters like the Para- 
mount, every American could enjoy the sense of regality, blissfully 
unaware that this extravagant wooing of his favor showed him to 
be a pawn in Hollywood’s imperial stru^le for power. Oddly 
enough, the lords of Hollywood were as bemused as their public. 
Blinded by their visions of dominion, their expanding empires, 
the gold and marble and crystal of their rising temple-playhouses, 
the former upstarts whose radical innovations had been scornfully 
rejected by the magnates of the Trust were now, in their turn, 
as unreceptive to novelty as their predecessors. So when a revolu- 
tionary improvement was offered to them, the monarchs of the 
screen turned it down. 

4 "The time has come," the Walrus said 

When Thomas Edison invented the kinetoscope, he planned to 
unite it in a single cabinet with his phonograph, and give the 
public a picture that both moved and uttered sounds. Thou^ 
Edison lost interest in his toy, other inventors resolutely attempted 
to synchronize motion and sound. As early as igio, Eugene Lauste 
developed a crude sound-picture in which the sounds were regis- 
tered directly on the film. Three years later, Elias Reis perfected 
an improved method of accomplishing the same result. In 1922, 
when radio broadcasting was beginning to captivate the imagina- 
tion of Americans, Lee De Forest, inventor of the audion tube 
that had made long-range broadcasting possible, returned from 
Germany with the announcement that his experiments in making 
talking pictures had finally been consummated in the "phono- 
film.” 

His invention, De Forest claimed, perfectly synchronized 
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KHind and images on the same film. He had succeeded in ttanskt> 
ing sound waves into light waves, registering them on film; and he 
had perfected a device which, synchronized with the projection 
machine, would re-translate them into sound, amplifying diem 
for all to hear. A new era was about to dawn for motion pictures, 
he prophesied. It would see “introduction of all the dramatic art 
of the spoken drama into the movies — the end of the movie actor 
who has nothing but a good ‘camera fiice‘.’’ It would mean the 
end of the director with a megafdione, who would have to leam 
a method of directing in sign language. In small towns, people 
would hear music with picture plays— music played by the finest 
ofchestras of New York. The use of dialogue would do away with 
explanatory titles; where the dramatic action required reinforce"- 
mcnt, the actors could spatk. His phonofilm, said De Forest, 
would “add brains to the movies." 

De Forest’s fiwt phonofilms were exhibited to New York audi- 
ences at the Rivoli Theater, in the spring of 19*3. without pro- 
voking extraordinary enthusiaun. Meanwhile other inventors 
were working toward the same goal. Theodore W. Case had 
perfected certain electronic devices; had then been associated for 
a time with De Forest, and later continued independent experi- 
ments. Finally joining William Fox, he developed a sound track 
mi him which he named the “movietone." At the laboratories of 
FJectric Research Products, Inc., a sukiidiary of the Western 
Electric Cmnpany, engineers worked out a system of synchronizing 
movie hlms and talking-machine disks which they named the 
“vitaphone." The new Radio Corporaticm of America had de- 
veloped a "photophcme." But to all of these, as to De Forest's 
phonohlm. the magnates of Hollywood were majestitaily indif- 
ferent. The innovation would prove to be, at best, a temporary 
fad. It would disoii^ize established procedures and methods of 
productimi. Why i^ould prudent businnsmen jeopardize their 
safe situation and swelling profits? 

The vitaphone was finally offered to Warner Brothers, then 
a minor firm dangerously close to bankruptcy; they took it 0*1 
immediately. In 1916. both the Warners and Fox brought short 
sound-pictures to the screen by the viwphone and movietorw 
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systems. In the following year, the Warners produced the first 
feature film with dialogue and music: The Jazz Singer, with A1 
Jolson as its star. The sensational success of this novelty doomed 
the old silent picture, after another two years, to follow the 
Model-T on the road to the graveyard. And, as a result, an im- 
memorial feud between the dynasties of Morgan and Rockefeller 
reached into the motion-picture industry through a patent war. 
For the House of Morgan dominated the American Telephone 
and Telegraph Company, which controlled the Western Electric 
Company. And the House of Rockefeller dominated the General 
Electric Company, which controlled the Radio Corporation of 
America. Both giant corporations found their appetites for profit 
whetted by the prospect of enormous revenues to be obtained 
from the use of electronic equipment in the manufacture and 
exhibition of talkies. The intensity of their determination became 
evident in the swift elimination of William Fox from his own 
great enterprises. Under the sovereignty of titans, there was no 
room for Fox’s form of absolute monarchy; he had become 
economically obsolete. The brief war of the Morgan and Rocke- 
feller dynasties for patent control was concluded by the formation 
of a patents pool in the profits of which their corporate instru- 
ments shared. Thus, Hollywood was drawn into the vast network 
of “communities of interest,’’ interlocking directorates, inter- 
corporate ownerships and common banking controls through 
which the titans and their allies exercised dominion over the 
American economic order. 

The great magnates of Hollywood, so impressive to the public 
in their supposedly absolute power, became, in fact, mere deputies 
of overlords far more illustrious and potent. Within a very few 
years Spyros Skouras, one of the newest tycoons in the industry, 
would define the conditions of existence imposed upon it by these 
remote, invisible, but absolute potentates: “For we are no longer 
fighting each other, nor is there any longer such a thing as compe- 
tition, but establishing solidarity or perishing.” This would have 
rejoiced the elder J. P. Morgan, long since in his grave; for it 
expressed the ideal of economic order which he had sought to 
impose on American society. It would likewise have delighted the 
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elder John D. Rockefeller, more recently garnered to his eternal 
life. For had he not once proclaimed economic death tis the most 
expedient remedy for economic competition? 

By 1929, the overwhelming public demand for talking pictures 
produced a revolutionary overturn of affairs in Hollywood. For 
the new medium required thorough revision of every technical 
procedure that contributed to the making of photoplays. To 
thousands of the lesser personnel engaged in the industry, the 
resulting changes brought personal tragedy. The microphone 
abruptly terminated the professional careers of “visually lovely 
girls who talked through their noses; silent heroines with adenoids 
or squeaky, tinny voices; young women who could no longer play 
society girls because of Kansas intonations; splendid young heroes 
whose enunciation was lingual goulash; strong he-men of the opeup- 
spaces whose vocal efforts sounded like the wood thrush railing 
to its mate.” 

The microphone invaded the American Olympus and anni- 
hilated many of the major deities. Great foreign stars like Miss 
Pola Negri, Emil Jannings and Conrad Veidt were unceremoni- 
ously returned to Europe. The “It girl,” Miss Clara Bow, blazing 
exemplar of the insouciance of flaming youth, was suddenly ex- 
tinguished; for now carefree passion had to crackle audibly as well 
as bum. Miss Gloria Swanson and Miss Norma Talmadge, who 
for nearly a decade had disciplined the American woman to ways 
of worldliness, ceased to function as cynosures of that elegance 
which is the fruit of varied experience. Miss June Caprice, whose 
name indicated the amiably ingenuous nature of her whimsicality, 
faded from view. Miss Clara Kimball Young, beautiful victim of 
the malignity of men in a score of tearful melodramas, whose 
lovely eyes were insured by Lloyds of London for one hundred 
and fifty thousand dollars, retired to private life; long afterwards, 
she would return to the screen as a player of “bit parts.” But the 
pathetic effect of revolution was most evident in the case of John 
Gilbert, the current “great lover” of the screen. In 1929, to the 
cardiac acceleration of American womanhood, he co-starred with 
the glamorous Miss Greta Garbo in A Woman of Affairs, founded 
on Michael Aden’s lurid novel. The Green Hat. It was his last 
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triumph. Soon afterwards, the fan-world was shocked by the news 
of his suicide. His contract had not been renewed, it was said, 
because his high-pitched, fluty voice was irremediable. 

The American people soon learned to take talking pictures 
for granted, and quickly forgot that there had ever been a time 
when pictures were silent. Yet a number of social effects could 
be traced to the new element. Now that the screen could speak, 
it had to have something to say. From 1929 onward, the best 
photoplays assumed, to an increasing degree, the responsibilities 
of a kind of dramatic literature, and furnished the public food 
for thought as well as amusement. In translating to the screen the 
more important works of current fiction and drama, they brought 
within the reflective range of a far wider audience than ever 
before many topics that were receiving the serious intellectual 
consideration of creative minds. The talkies likewise, by force of 
example, did much to standardize the speech of Americans; to 
produce a norm of conversational etiquette; to enrich the avail- 
able vocabulary of pungent colloquialisms; to shape the prevailing 
decorum of social intercourse, jilways more influenced by verbal 
than ocular illustration. And, for a large segment of the American 
public without access to metropolitan centers ‘ of entertainment, 
they made available the resources of gaiety enjoyed by urban 
sophisticates. Plainville no longer languished enviously for want 
of such amenities as the Stork Club. To Main Street there were 
brought girl-and-tune shows more arresting, costly and prodigally 
rich in stars, more overpowering in the populousness and pulchri- 
tude of their chorus lines than any that had ever been devised for 
Broadway by Florenz Ziegfeld, Earl Carroll or George White. 
Only pedants and prudes found fault with these ministrations. 
To others, it seemed that they were diffusing a genuine element of 
the living national culture. 

5 Aphrodite and the Boys Downtown 

In its moments of greatest timidity, Hollywood asserted that it 
was engaged only in purveying “pure entertainment.” Serious 
students of its product found this term ambiguous. For no 
motion picture could be made wholly empty of meaningful con- 
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tent. And none could be screened without efiEects on the audiences 
exposed to it. Although scientists had failed to develop methods 
for accurately appraising these effects, there was little dispute about 
their basis. Those Americans who went to the movies in search of 
nothing more than recreation and escape, were rewarded only to 
the extent that the films furnished something more. The condition 
of escape was temporary detachment from personal existence. And 
this was achieved when spectators became absorbed in the events 
and characters portrayed on the screen. Few adult Americans, in 
all probability, accepted the stories told on the screen as literal 
substitutes for reality. Yet they participated in them, imagina- 
tively. And it seemed that their participation was likely to be most 
active and intense when the stories in some way gave meaning to 
their own lives— expressed their interests, problems and aspira- 
tions. In so far as the movies thus recorded the inarticulate, or 
unacknowledged, private experience of Americans, they furnished 
a relevant commentary on certain aspects of the national civili- 
zation. 

One of the most striking aspects was revealed by the emphasis 
which motion pictures put upon love. This emphasis became 
noticeable as soon as the movies emerged from the nickelodeons. 
By the middle of the century, what was called “romantic love” had 
been a major theme of the films for more than three decades. 
Judged by its quantitative weight in the movies, it appeared to be 
the dominant value genuinely cherished by American society. It 
was likewise a constant value: over the years, the movies repre- 
sented it, almost invariably, as the most desirable of all objectives 
in life. Less important, by far, were material success; the satisfac- 
tions to be derived from work; personal integration in a social 
group through friendships or participation in community afeirs; 
the approbation of one’s fellows; the attaining of a spiritually 
satisfying place in the world. For the American woman, to the 
degree that the screen represented her, all these were secondary 
to fulfillment through love. But if this objective remained con- 
stant, the wa)^ of achieving it varied significantly. In the types of 
heroine who succeeded one another on the screen, there was to 
be found a record of the images acceptable to American women 
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as illustrations o£ successful achievement — ^and, therefore, as 
models to be imitated. 

The heroine most appealing to women as the First World War 
drew to a dose was portrayed by the Russian actress, Mme. Alla 
Nazimova. Having won fame on the stage as an interpreter of the 
plays of Henrik Ibsen, she brought to the screen an embodiment 
of dissatisfaction and revolt. For this, Hollywood paid her the 
record salary of thirteen thousand dollars a week. Slender, very 
pale, dark-haired, she had a large, expressive mouth and deep, 
burning eyes. On the screen, she wore gowns that accentuated 
what was described as her “exotic look.” She also possessed a 
“bizarre quality” later to be defined, more prosaically, as neurotic. 
The woman portrayed by Mme. Nazimova possessed reserves of 
passion untapped by her environment. She knew herself to be 
exquisitely sensitive, potentially creative, and intellectually far 
superior to the people by whom she was surrounded. How could 
she be content in a humdrum home? How could she be satisfied 
by a husband engrossed in business, exasperating to her finer 
sensibilities, unappealing to the inward volcanic turmoil that 
signified her frustrated capacity to love? In a series of pictures, 
Mme. Nazimova expressed — ^as feminine audiences translated it — 
a rebellious discontent with middle-class monotony, matrimonial 
dullness, the narrow orbit of kitchen, nursery and evenings at the 
bridge table. She opened vistas on a wider sphere of influence, 
and a more agreeably exhausting repertory of experience. When 
the American husband returned home to find his wife clad in an 
alluring, clinging hostess-gown, smoking a cigarette through a 
long, fragile holder, and nervously tapping one golden-slippered 
foot on the floor beneath her chaise-longue, he could be abso- 
lutely certain of one thing. Her mind was not on him. 

The heroine projected by Mme. Nazimova brooded resentfully 
on possibilities of rebellion and escape. Her immediate successors 
slammed the door on convention before they came to the screen. 
Both were shaped by the masterful mind of Mrs. Elinor Glyn, 
author of Three Weeks and other tropical novels, who in the 
nineteen-twenties was Hollywood’s sybilline authority on the 
glorification of romance. She had come there with the philan- 
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thropic purpose of “helping to spread the ideals and the atmos- 
phere of romance and glamor into the humblest homes.” This was 
easier said than done. To her horror, Mrs. Glyn discovered that 
American men simply could not make love. Not even the leading 
screen actors had any idea how to do it. Screen tests of handsome 
yoxmg film stars were shown to her for approval, and she foimd 
their amorous performances lamentable. To her, they seemed like 
woolly lambs; she wanted actors who, before the camera, would 
treat the actresses playing their sweethearts quite differently than 
th(Me who were playing their sisters and aunts. Thus Mrs. Glyn 
verified, in melancholy fact, the basis of the protest registered in 
the photoplays enacted by Mme. Nazimova. But, with perseverance 
and skill, Mrs. Glyn managed to train some American actors to 
surmount their native disabilities. 

The two heroine-types that Mrs. Glyn ushered to the screen 
were widely imitated. “I wanted to stir up in the cold hearts of 
the thousands of little, fluffy, gold-digging American girls,” she 
afterwards confessed, “a desire for greater joys in life than are to 
be found in candy boxes and car rides and fur coats; a desire to 
be loved as European women are loved; and as a result, a desire 
to give as well as to receive.” To spread her gospel of the higher 
generosity, she evolved the “It girl” and the adroit, experienced 
free lance. But, once launched, the “It girl” got out of her creator’s 
hands. Exploited by social forces that even Mrs. Glyn could not 
control, she turned out to be quite unlike what that somewhat 
naive lady had intended. Yet, for nearly a decade, the perspectives 
of American girlhood were defined by the stories of F. Scott Fitz- 
gerald and the screen plays of Miss Clara Bow. In Miss Bow, the 
emergent flapper found her predestined model, pointing to such 
novelties as a boyish figure, short skirts, step-ins, chain smoking, 
a vanity case of precious metal with flask to match, necking, 
petting parties and the single standard. The “It girl” streamlined 
the technique of conquest. She was merely a continuous sexual 
provocation. With her, the higher generosity functioned almost 
as indiscriminately — ^and efficiently — as the concealed mechanism 
of a coin-box telephone. Her imitators wore their chastity as 
casually as their opened, flapping galoshes, their rolled stockings. 
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and their exuberant fondness for jazz. Romance in a roadster was 
the unique vocation of the “It girl.” This was even further 
simplified by her votaries. It became sex in a sedan. 

The more mature free-lance introduced by Mrs. Glyn survived, 
as a pattern for imitation, until the Great Depression, although 
she passed through a series of minor transformations. These trans- 
formations affected neither her essential nature, her philosophy, 
nor her technique. They were imposed by the various actresses 
who most notably portrayed her on the screen. This suggested that 
it was usually the actress herself, rather than the character she 
portrayed, who achieved acceptability as a model; the pattern, at 
any particular moment, was invested with the special qualities of 
appeal peculiar to the public personality of its current exemplar. 
Thus the imaginations of feminine movie-goers may not have been 
stirred as deeply by the type that staked everything on love, as 
they were by the inseparable legends that attached to Miss Gloria 
Swanson, Miss Constance Bennett, Miss Tallulah Bankhead, or 
Miss Greta Garbo. 

As the pupil of Mrs. Glyn, Miss Swanson could be considered 
the classic example of the worldly-wise, proficient and adventurous 
free-lance in love. Personal legend, in her case, enormously rein- 
forced the gospel of her photoplays. For, more convincingly than 
any character she portrayed, she herself illustrated the possibility 
that a simple American girl might achieve fame, fortune, immense 
influence, and an assured position in the great world — ^yet fulfill 
the dictates of her imperious, unsatisfied heart. The daughter 
of an army officer, bom in Chicago, she had entered the Essanay 
studios there as an extra at the age of sixteen, had later appeared 
as one of Mack Sennctt’s bathing beauties, and had progressed to 
stardom in the De Mille “society” pictures, an oddly haughty 
figure, yet flamboyant and overdressed. Then she re-created her 
public personality, emerging as a formal, cool woman whose 
dignity was paralyzing, and the elegance of whose attire was 
impeccable: so the dithermythers of the day described her. Twice 
married and divorced, she took as her third husband the Marquis 
de la Falaise de Coudray. “When Gloria Swanson lies in her 
golden bathtub, a tired woman of almost thirty, she must realize 
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at of her golden plumbing that she is a success. For only the 
succnsful can achieve bathrooms of black marble, hidden soft 
lights, and basins of gold.” So wrote Miss Allene Talmey in the 
year igs?. in a portrait not entirely laudatory. She went on to 
specify that Miss Swanson’s living expenses ran to ten thousand 
dollars a month; that, besides her Hollywood home, she main* 
tained a penthouse in New York and a country estate on the 
Hudson; that she employed four secretaries, a press agent, and 
various other professional servitors. But, observed Miss Talmey, 
“her screen sparkle and gaiety vanished when off the screen, 
leaving her a quiet, weary person, with hair soft and dark, a husky 
voice, blue almond*shap^ eyes, and a manner so reserved that it 
emtuirraues those meeting her for the first time." 

Mist Swanson shaped the classic stereotype of the disillusioned, 
neurotic, pauiou'driven woman bent upon a "free life," and 
dtowed that its persuasiveness was enhanced by an identification 
of personal legend with the character as portrayed on the screen. 
Later actresses could scarcely improve on this formula; they 
merely varied it. Miss Constance Bennett — who married the Mar* 
quit de Li Falaise de Coudray after Miss Swanson divorced him— 
divested the ty{>e of some of her formidable dignity. Miss Tallulah 
Bankhead gave her a hoydenish quality, befitting one who, at a 
masked ball in l,ondon attended by royalty, was reputed to have 
been seen turning [lerfect cartwheels around the room; a per* 
sonap who, in general, behaved like a lonely cyclone. MIm Greta 
Garl^ brougfit to the role of siren an air of enigmatic detachment, 
of m^tery. This was natural, perhaps, for, as Miss Mary Margaret 
McBride described her, she was "the woman nobody knows, the 
woman everybody wants to know.” Hut Miss Garbo's later pictures 
indicated that the type was coming upon evil days; in them, she 
no longer played the siren as a contemporary figure, but as one 
revived from a romantic, bygone era. For the prosperity of the 
siren, as a type, depended upon the susceptibility of men to the 
dangerous attraction of sin. And, in the United States, the sense of 
sin was rapidly diminishing. During the Great Depression, women 
were welcome to a "free life” if they tinted it; public conscience 
no longer made an lasiie of sexual liberty; illicit adventure ceased 
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to be mysteriously exciting; and, suddenly, the siren became as 
much an anachronism as the vamp. 

The change was heralded on the screen in 1931 when, in The 
Public Enemy, an early gangster film, James Cagney squashed a 
grapefruit on the face of one girl, and hit another on the jaw. 
These examples of a new decorum brought forward a new type 
of screen hero: tough, aggressive, unsentimental, coldly appraising 
of the sexual attractions of women, not in the least inclined to 
“romance.” Was the national daydream itself subject to the force 
of economic determinism? In the era of prosperity, feminine 
votaries of love displayed on the screen represented, in general, 
the American woman’s concepts of what she would like to be like; 
and none of these concepts seemed to be influenced by the estab- 
lished preferences of the American man, against which they were, 
in a sense, a protest. But the new heroine-type produced by the era 
of hard times was tailored to conform precisely to the prevailing 
taste of men. The “platinum-blonde” hair and pleasing curves of 
Miss Jean Harlow broke all of Hollywood’s glamor records during 
the nineteen-thirties. It was the men, not the women, of the 
United States who adored her, and by their overwhelming ap- 
proval established her as a type for women to imitate, however 
reluctantly. Essentially, the girl portrayed by Miss Harlow ex- 
pressed the American male’s boredom with the traditional concept 
of “romance”; with the doctrine that fulfillment in love is a 
primary objective in life; and perhaps also with the restless dis- 
content and implied superiority of the American woman. For 
this girl was earthy, humorous, hard-boiled. She made no pre- 
tensions to culture or refinement. For her, sex and love were by 
no means inseparable, and she mocked at prudery and puritanism, 
at fastidiousness and pretentiousness. Brought up in a fiercely 
competitive world, without advantages or protection, she had 
learned to defend herself adequately and to value, at their specific 
practical worth, the goods she might hope to secure. Warm- 
hearted, gay, gaudy, her lack of subtlety and deviousness amounted 
to a kind of honesty — and to anxious businessmen, during the 
Great Depression, she seemed entirely desirable. 

Yet the businessman had never lacked his spokesman on the 
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screen, and except for Rudolph Valentino, none of the inter- 
minable procession of great lovers had ever equalled in popularity 
two major exponents of American humor and common sense. In 
his early films, made at the time of the First World War, Douglas 
Fairbanks represented all young democratic Americans, quick- 
thinking, fast-acting, self reliant and self-made. Ridiculing all 
fashionable affectations, Fairbanks preached the gospel of pep, 
the merits of clean living, the obligation to take everything with 
a smile, the claims of traditional decencies. Many of his silent 
photoplays were written by Anita Loos and John Emerson, who 
inserted comment that had a wise-cracking, whimsical humor 
typically native, and appropriate to Fairbanks’s brash and bounc- 
ing personality on the screen. Again and again, in his pictures, 
Fairbanks demonstrated how ambition, alertness, daring and per- 
petual hustle would inevitably bring a young American to success, 
rewarding him both with the fortune he hoped for and the girl 
of his choice. This was a national myth that, to some skeptics 
among his countrymen, seemed rather threadbare, but his own 
happy belief in it enabled Fairbanks to persuade audiences of 
its enduring truth. So seriously did he come to be taken in his 
function of advocate that when he turned to the production of 
extravaganzas, some years later, he was reproached as if derelict 
in a duty. Edison, remarked the film-historian Terry Ramsaye, 
“devoted his life to machines intended to make thinking unneces- 
sary for the masses. Fairbanks is devoting his to pictures calculated 
to keep their minds off the fact that they do not think.” 

Like Fairbanks, Will Rogers came to be the object of 
national idolatry. In foreign lands, where he traveled widely in 
his later years, he was regarded as an unofficial American ambas- 
sador, a spokesman not for the government but the people of the 
United States; he inherited, as it were, the mantle of Mark Twain. 
But it was not as an actor in motion pictures that he gained this 
unique distinction. The worldwide popularity of his films derived 
from his prestige as a humorist and commentator on current 
affairs, and from his personality which, like his humor, reflected 
attributes historically associated with the American spirit. 

Bom in 1879 in Oklahoma — then the Indian Territory — 
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Rogers was of partly Indian ancestry. His schooling was irregular; 
he once remarked he had “studied the fourtli reader for ten years." 
At the age of fourteen, he was riding range for his father as top 
cowhand and steer-roper. When his father gsivc him a herd of 
cattle, he drove them to Galveston, Texas, sold them, and sailed 
for South America, where he intended to start a ranch on the 
American system. But he was swindled out of his money, and 
shipped on a cattle boat to South Africa. There, the Boer War 
was in progress, and he enlisted in the Boer army. When he re- 
turned to the United States, he secured a job as trick rider with 
a Wild West show, later drifted into vaudeville, and in 1915 
entered the Ziegfeld Follies, in which he achieved celebrity as a 
monologist. In familiar cowboy garb, chewing gum and spinning 
his lariat as he spoke with a characteristic drawl, Rogers delivered 
a shrewd, pithy commentary on the news of the day. Some yean 
later, he began writing a brief daily feature along the same lines 
which was syndicated throughout the nation. 

Asked, at one time, for tlie secret of itis success, Rogers replied 
that “t’aint no secret — ^just gum and gumption." But this was a 
very modest appraisal. For Rogers’ humor stemmed from the 
American tradition exemplified by Mark Twain and Finley 1 ‘eicr 
Dunne. Its salty, colloquial drollery was directed to shattering 
shams and pretenses, and it often implied rebuke of the condition 
from which it evoked laughter. "If we must sin," he remarked at 
the height of lawlessness under prohibition, "let’s sin quick, and 
don’t let it be a long, lingering sinning." Rogers seldom failed to 
make explicit his personal faith Uiat the foundations of American 
democracy were truth, justice and tolerance, but there was a 
measure of indictment in such a verdict as, "We arc a natitm that 
runs in spite of and not on account of our Government." Elected 
mayor of Beverly Hills, then die residence of Hollywood’s 
wealthi«it elite, he announced: "I’m for the commem people, and 
as Beverly Hills has no common people, I can't help but make 
good." Of an illness that had brought him to the opmiting table, 
Rogers later wrote: “Will Hays had just been out here and spent 
the day with us. Now I don’t lay the illness directly cm to him, 
but a continual listening to the merits of the Movies and the 



We Have Changed All That [203] 

Republican Party will sometimes react disastrously on a previously 
ailing stomach.” 

Unlike Mark Twain, Rogers was content to think of himself 
merely as a humorist. ‘'A comedian can only last/’ he said, “until 
he takes hiniself serious or his audience takes him serious, and I 
don’t want either one of them to happen to me until I’m dead — ^if 
then.” But, in point of fact, his audience did take him seriously. 
He served as the deputy of their consciences, as a kind of ac- 
credited national moralist who would keep steadily before them 
the democratic creed to which their faith was pledged, and who 
would expose to them the follies and abuses and delusions that 
corrupted their social practice. On the screen, usually cast in some 
transparent disguise of his own personality, he seemed to speak 
for the honest purposes and enduring realistic idealism of the 
plain people. 

The pictures made by Fairbanks and Rogers, in which ro- 
mantic love occupied a position of secondary interest, were outside 
the mainstream of Hollywood’s typical product. As the century 
reached its midpoint, in the bulk of American motion pictures 
fulfillment through love continued to be represented as the major 
value to be gained in living. At that time, an analysis of the 
content of representative current films was made by Dr. Martha 
Wolfenstein, a psychologist, and Dr. Nathan Leites, a specialist 
in political science. In its treatment of love, they found, Holly- 
wood was attempting to combine the appeal of the conventional 
and the unconventional in a single relationship. Romance began 
in an unconventional meeting, usually a pickup. The heroine 
appeared to be a “bad” girl; this was what initially attracted the 
hero, for her presumptive badness was the element that made 
her sexually exciting. Only after he had been completely sub- 
jugated did the heroine permit him to discover that she was not 
bad, but good, and therefore worthy of marriage. The “good- 
bad” girl, these investigators suggested, was a new phenomenon 
in the motion picture, but not one lacking a counterpart in 
American life. She was the product of a culture in which the 
ideal of monogamy persisted, but in which sheltered innocence 
had ceased to be sexually desirable. She fulfilled the American’s 
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“uncompromising demand to have everything** in a aockty where 
“the belief that you can eat your cake and have it still seems 
strong.’’ 

Another student of the films. Dr. Hortcnse Powdermaker, 
professor of anthropology at Queens CoU<^, drew attention to a 
significant fact. “In an increasing number of contemporary movies, 
the setting of the story is married life, with a beautihil, rich, 
neurotic heroine threatened by a loss of love object. Her response 
to this usually takes an extreme form, such as alcdholism or 
murder.” Dr. PowdermaJter surmised that adult audiences would 
recognize this as a flagrant distortion of reality, but Ac corned it 
as a characteristic example indicating that Hollywood’s pmtrayal 
of love had very little psychological validity. The probable social 
consequences of this defect were obvious, and not salutary. For, 
under conditions of urban life, Americans were becoming increas- 
ingly lonely because their contacts tended to be more and more 
impersonal; they spent their lives surrounded by strangers; their 
need for personal relationships was acute, and often desperate. 
Love, therefore, had the status of a major problem. Did not the 
movies, by making love carry the entire weight of living, both 
exaggerate the problem and, for most people, also make it seem 
unsolvable? 

How far the obsessive cult of love had been taken over from the 
movies into American life was clear from the unique position 
occupied, at the end of the nineteen-forties, by Miss Rita Hay- 
worth, the nation’s leading exponent of the “good-bad" heroine. 
During the Second World War, Miss Hayworth had been over- 
whelmingly the favorite "pin-up girl" of the American armed 
forces. She was said to receive six thousand poems and prayen 
every week from American men; the number of mere letters that 
reached her was not disclosed. When Operation Crossroads took 
place at Bikini Atoll in 1946, "Her picture was reverently and 
symbolically pasted to an atomic bomb while the world's scientific 
and military minds anxiously awaited one of the greatott dmruc- 
tive explosions mankind had yet contrived"; and the bomb then 
discharged was christened Gilda, after her latot phtHoplay. 
Women were following Miss Hayworth's changes of appearance 
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with tl»arbed concentration. They were modeiing their clothes 
m hers, imitating her undulant walk and her coiffure, adopting 
her makeup and trying to reshape their ccmtours to a closer 
approximation of her figure, in a resolute effort to resemble her, 
if that happy outcome was possible. To the critic Winthrop 
Sergeant, who wrote an article about Miss Hayworth for Life, 
all these phenomena suggested that she had acquired the status 
of a religious instituticm. ‘it has remained for Americans of the 
hard-boiled twentieth century,” he noted, “to enthrone Aphrodite 
as the supreme deity of their popular religion, to portray her 
rather dubious machinations as the most exalting and satisfying 
of human experiences, and to subscribe with unquestitming faith 
to her incessant litany that sex is the most important thing in the 
world.” 

And this, when you came down to it. seemed to be all that the 
movies had found to say, during three decades, on the subject of 
love. 

6 A ComsMly to Tlioto Tliot Think 

But these same years brought proof that the motion picture could 
rise to more significant purposes than mere prattle atwut romance. 
In the opinion of many Americans, it did this most notably in 
the films made by two mastera of fantasy. The pictures of Charles 
Chaplin and Wait Disney furnished eloquent commentaries on 
certain aspects of the life of the times. 

In The Kid, which he produced in ipso with five-yrarold 
Jackie Coogan at his co-star, Chaplin devised an allegory frcmi the 
hopes and realitira of the dawning post-war era. The picture 
related the story of Chaplin’s tramp and the abandoned child 
whom he involuntarily rescued. The society in which they lived 
was committed to an economy of abundance. It was potentially 
capable of yielding a decent life to all its members. But the tramp 
and the child were social outcasts. They roomed in a squalid 
slum court. They were able to exist only by means of a desperate 
ruse: the child broke windows with rocks, and the tramp appeared 
as an itinerant glaiier to mend them. To the hardshi{» of existence 
they opposed the power of imagination; one saw the tramp, for 
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example, fastidiously removing his fingerless gloves to choose a 
butt from the sardine can that served him for cigarette case. And 
the tramp persistently cherished the vision of a better life so 
easily attainable by society, yet so needlessly ignored. The vision 
was made vivid in a dream, with the slum court transformed into 
fairyland, and its wretched inhabitants flying about happily, 
having sprouted wings on their shabby clothes. That the picture 
had a happy ending in no sense diminished the irony that made 
it a forceful criticism of society. 

“The whole of humanity, seen from the angles of the comic 
imagination, are Charlie Chaplins,” said Chaplin in 1920. “In my 
antics, my clothes, my horseplay, my illogical movements and 
comic pathos I show mankind itself as it must look to spectators 
Higher Up, if there be any who are looking at this Charivari on 
earth.’’ This view of human affairs emerged sharply va. The Gold 
Rush, Chaplin’s commentary on the nation’s passion for wealth 
during the era of Coolidge prosperity. “Nothing fails like success,” 
he had told an interviewer who asked him how it felt to be a 
millionaire after having known the most grueling poverty. In 
The Gold Rush he applied this insight to the headlong pursuit of 
riches engaging most Americans. The little tramp, become a 
prospector, was surrounded by men concerned only with outsmart- 
ing their fellows and finding gold. Uniquely among them, he had 
a heart; he cared for human relationships; his responses to life 
were generous. But at the moment of striking gold, he found him- 
self suddenly and miserably alone. The joys of wealth were 
illusory, Chaplin showed, and he intimated his disbelief in the 
reality of Coolidge prosperity; for the prospector’s cabin was shown 
rocking perilously on the very edge of a precipice, beneath which 
there was a bottomless abyss. 

This prophecy, unheeded in 1925, was already confirmed in 
1931, when Chaplin released City Lights, which opened ironically 
with the unveiling of a statue to “Peace md Prosperity” on which 
the tramp was discovered happily asleep. T^lhis, perhaps, was 
Chaplin’s retort to President Hoover and the banking tycoons 
who kept airily annotmcing that prosperity would soon return. 
Later in the film he attempted to rescue an inebriated and 
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desperate banker from suicide in the river. Almost drowning 
himself, he finally pulled out the would-be suicide, then threw 
out his chest and urged the stronger man to revive his courage 
and fortitude. There could be little doubt that in this scene 
Chaplin was attempting to counsel the nation. 

In 1956, Chaplin brought forward Modem Times, announcing 
it as “the story of industry, of individual entcrpriw — humanity 
crusading in the pursuit of happiness." But this definition of 
purpose proved to be wholly ironical. The picture was a withering 
indictment of a social order and an industrial system which, in 
Chaplin's opinion, doomed the masses to a form of existence 
intolerable to human beings. The picture o{)encd with a held of 
sheep* rushing down a runway to slaughter: there followed a mass 
of workers surging out of a subway to enter a factory. In the huge 
mechanized plant Chaplin, one of tiie workers, tightened bolts 
as tliey passed on an endless conveyor belt. To facilitate a speed-up, 
tlie magnate owner installed a mechanical feeder. Chaplin's hid- 
eous encounter with this device, and his glimpse of a fellow-worker 
inextricably jammed in another immense machine, revealed his 
indignation at a mass-production system which subordinated men 
to mechanical pr(x;e33es. The monotony and regimentation of his 
job, in the picture, finally drove Chaplin insane. After escaping 
from the factory, he went through adventures that displayed the 
extreme contrasts of an American city during the Great Depres- 
sion: the Hooverviiles, the luxurious department stm'es and 
nightclubs, the streets crowded by jobless and hungry workers, 
the hospitals, the jails where alone tliere was some semblance of 
peace and security. Essentially, the picture expressed Chaplin's 
profound resentment of a social order in which speed-ups. oppres- 
sion, unemployment, starvation, riots and crime went characteristic 
and tolerated phenomena; in which men, like unsuspecting sheep, 
were hustled relentlessly toward death for the advantage erf an 
impersonal system to which human life no longer had any value. 

In 1940, with The Great Dictator, Chaplin uttered a powerful 
denunciation of totalitarianism, and an equally powerful plea 
to its victims not to despair, not to give themselves to men who 
sought to enslave humanity, but to unite however pmsible in the 
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hope of a future democraqr. After the Second World War had 
ended, Chaplin released Monsieur Verdoux, a picture, so he de- 
clared, “intended to create a pity for all humanity under certain 
drastic circumstances.” He acknowledged that its satire was very 
bitter, but thought that the times were bitter also. The picture 
expressed his conviction “that our contemporary civilization is 
making mass murderers of us.” Relatively few Americans saw 
Monsieur Verdoux. A wave of anti-Communist sentiment was 
sweeping over the nation, and among certain powerful pressure 
groups Chaplin had become an object of suspicion. “I am not a 
Commtmist,” he asserted during a mass interview in New York 
City. “My patriotism has never been to one country, one class, but 
to the whole world.” And then Chaplin — a small, white-haired 
man nearing his sixtieth year — ^added, as if in explanation of his 
picture: “As you get older, you aren’t content to go along always 
in the same line. You want to get excited before you do something. 
I suppose it’s my indulgence to put messages in my movies.” To 
many, it seemed that his principal message had been a plea for the 
rights of the individual in a world increasingly disposed to over- 
ride them. 

Chaplin’s only peer in the realm of fantasy was Walt Disney, 
who rose to fame in 1928 with an animated comic strip featuring 
the engaging character Mickey Mouse. In the two following dec- 
ades, Disney peopled the screens of the world with a whole 
menagerie, of whom Donald Duck, Pluto and the Goof became the 
most popular. Unlike Chaplin, Disney explicitly denied that his 
pictures contained any message. Yet The Three Little Pigs, ap- 
pearing shortly after President Franklin D. Roosevelt had declared 
that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” was imderstood 
by the American people cis a summons to build a house so strong 
that the wolves of htmger and fear could be kept outside, and at 
a safe distance. The picture’s theme song — “Who’s Afraid of the 
Big, Bad Wolf?” — ^became, at the time, an anthem of courage and 
hope for the whole nation. As Disney’s subsequent pictures 
quickly followed one another to the screen, the resemblance of the 
world which they portrayed to the world of twentieth-century 
reality grew more marked. 
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For Disney’s animal world was one in which violence, conflict, 
ruthless physical force and utter desperation were normal, accepted 
elements of experience. It was a world in which kind-heartedness 
was associated with brutality; in which contempt for the weak 
prevailed; in which conscience had become a kind of stupidity. 
Mickey Mouse succeeded in astutely outwitting his adversaries, 
but usually he battered them down in the process of reaching his 
goal; he alone, in this curiously hard and hostile world, illustrated 
positive achievement. Donald Duck, with his explosive temper, his 
impotent rages and exasperated protest, showed the confusion to 
which it was capable of reducing the unqualified and hapless 
individual. This was a society in which aggression paid out, 
inhumanity was practical, and power, being right, was always 
admirable. Disney made audiences roar with laughter by endowing 
such inanimate objects as steam-shovels and rocking chairs with 
human emotions. Was he not depicting a world in which scientists 
would sfieculatc about the analogies between electronic “thinking 
machines" and the human brain? His pictures were pure fantasy, 
and almost pure fable, but what they reported about twentieth- 
century existence afforded tittle warrant for optimism or com- 
placency. That they seemed so funny to so many Americans was, 
in itself, stxially significant. It indic.ited tlie extent to which a 
mood of disillusion had overtaken the nation. It testified that an 
old faith was in temporary eclipse, and that a traditional dream 
had, for the time, ceased to be potent. 

Chaplin and Disney were independent producers. Owning their 
own businesses, Imth were able to dictate policy without reference 
to the opinions of others. In making their films, as they frequently 
testified, they took no account of the supposed tastes of the public, 
or of the commercial maxim that it is Iretier to get while the 
getting is good. All this may have contributed to the acknowledged 
superiority of their pictures. At the middle of tite century, no 
other maker of movies had produced a body of work as sustained 
and coherent as Disney's, or equal to Chaplin’s in the significance 
of its social criticism. 

But Hollywood's commercial output of pictures showed a long 
roster of films that dealt honestly with problems of American life. 



[210] Ufa's Bill o Wctlkiiii Hiwffaw 

and tJiat even undertook to portray the seamier aspects of the 
American scene. From The Crowd, in 19*8, to The Best Years of 
Our Lives in 1946, Call Northside 777 and The Snake Pit in 1948, 
and Knock On Any Door in 1949, scarcely a year had passed 
without the release o£ at least one picture that attempted an in* 
telligent evaluation of some segment of the American social order. 
The comparative triviality of Hollywood’s typical product con- 
tinued to furnish a subject for critical attack ^m many quarters. 
Yet the peculiar and seemingly irrational circumstances that 
governed the making of pictures made prevailing inctmsequeiKe 
less remarkable than occasional excellence. There was abundant 
evidence that Hollywood could surpass mediocrity when it chose 
to; could do fax better than it usually did. Had it not brought to 
the screen Fury and / Am a Fugitive From a Chain Gang; Dods- 
worth; Arrowsmith and The Late George Apley; Citizen Kane 
and The Grapes of Wrath; The Miracle of Morgan's Creek and 
Mr. Deeds Goes to Town; Gentleman’s Agreement and Crosspref 
The appeal of such films as these appeared to require some 
correction of Hollywood's fevorite assumption. At defined by 
Martin Quigley, this was "that millions of people, immersed in 
the drabness and disappointment of their daily lives, go to the 
movie theater to revel for a while in ornate display, in dreams of 
easily and pleasantly won success, to revel even in sentimental 
sprees.” 

Hollywood may have set its sights too low. 

7 Not Just for Fun 

It was not only through the so-called "entertainment film" that 
motion pictures exercised a social influence. Films were also used 
to report news; to expound a theme and convey ideas; as an 
instrument of propaganda by special interests: as an instrument for 
industrial and military training, and as ui accepted rmource in 
public education. 

Newsreels, which ori^nated during the infancy of the motion 
picture, took on ^eatly increased importance with the arrival of 
sound. The addition of explanatory text, spoken by a commen- 
tator, notably enhanced the interest, power and persuasiveness of 
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a pictorial record. As a result, camera journalists were sent all 
over the world to photograph “spot news” events. Occasionally, 
they were also enabled to record the important pronouncements 
of eminent personages concerned with either domestic or inter- 
national aflEairs. In general, however, a preponderant share of the 
footage of newsreels was devoted to sports, fashions, displays of 
pretty girls, views of parades and public ceremonies, accidents and 
disasters. Such subjects were considered “safe” by producers be- 
cause they involved no controversial problems. A more limited 
coverage was given to events which related to political, economic 
or social issues currently in dispute. In this sphere, the impartiality 
of the newsreels was taken for granted by many of the public, 
imder the same presumption of objectivity which they applied to 
the reporting of news by the press. 

Producers of newsreels could, and sometimes did, “slant” the 
news which their films reported. A notable instance occurred when 
in 1937 pictures of the so-called Memorial Day “massacre” near 
the South Chicago shops of the Republic Steel Company were 
suppressed; in this incident, Chicago police had fired on pickets, 
killing ten people and wounding forty. Another instance occurred, 
later in the same year, when the United States gunboat Panay 
was bombed by the Japanese in the Yangtze River; according to 
the columnist Walter Winchell, although editorial writers foiled 
to become hysterical, “The newsreel narrators put on the big 
jingo act.” The mere cutting or editing of films made it possible 
for producers of newsreels to influence the audience’s opinion, and 
this possibility was enormously extended by the spoken com- 
mentary which accompanied the pictures shown. The devices of 
dramatic emphasis available to producers of “entertainment films” 
were equally at the disposal of producers of newsreels. Thus movie 
journalists, even more effectively than their brethren of the press, 
were able, if they chose, to manipulate the news for partisan 
purposes. An important innovation in the making of newsreels 
was put forward in 1934, when the March of Time films took 
as their subject a single topic, or issue, currently before the public, 
and by re-enacting the principal events connected with it, pre- 
sented a pictorial, dramatic essay in history. The March of Time 
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films were intended to furnish interpretation, not merely a report 
of fact, and could therefore be considered the screen ^uivalent 
of a magazine article. In them, for the first time, a serious effort 
was made to use the powerful resources of the motion picture for 
the acknowledged purpose of molding, as well as enlightening, 
public opinion in the field of current affairs. 

The documentary film, in general, applied the dramatic and 
narrative methods of the fictional motion picture to purely factual 
material. Its purpose was the study of a {problem or theme, and to 
the degree that it was used mainly for the disieminatioti of ideas, 
the documentary film enabled the motion picture to undertake a 
function previously restricted to literary exposition in non- 
fictional books. The inventor, or "father," of the documentary 
film was Robert J. Flaherty, an explorer, who in igto was bound 
on an expedition to the Eskimo country of Northern Canada. The 
fur-trading firm of Revillon Freres engaged Flaherty to make a 
film of Eskimo life in the vicinity of one of their Hudscm's Bay 
trading posts, intending to use it for purposes of publicity. 
Flaherty had no previous experience as a director or prcxiucer of 
motion pictures, but Nanook of the North, the film which he 
made to carry out this project in public relations, opened a new 
range of possibilities to the medium. In Nanook, as in all his 
subsequent films, Flaherty concentrated on the theme of man's 
conflict with his physical environment, his effort to subdue nature 
to the purposes of economic livelihood and social organiaeation. 
Discarding dramatic plot and fictional development, Nanook of 
the North portrayed with realism the incessant struggle for exist- 
ence of Eskimos in a land where the procurement of adequate 
food supplies was always problematical, and aiwa^ the price of 
survival. 

The phenomenal success of Nanook, when released in mmion- 
picture theaters in igzi, caused Hollywood to send Flaherty three 
times to the South Pacific, where he made Moana of the South Seas, 
a record of the life of a Samoan community. White Shmiows in 
the South Seas and Tabu. Thereafter, he made other important 
films under British auspices, but he produced no documentary 
picture with an American locale until 1948, when his Louisiana 
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Story won wide acclaim. This picture, made for an unidentifi^ oil 
company, dealt with the invasion by oihrig^rs, with their im< 
mense drilling derricks, of the sparsely populated bayous where 
Cajun fishermen and trappers existed untouched by industrial 
civilization. Like Nanook, Louisiana Story was a project in public 
relations. Its object was to persuade the American people that oil 
is the product, not of an impersonal industrial colossus, but of the 
labor, f<»-titude and daring of common men. But as Flaherty 
made the picture, it illustrated his favorite social thesis that man- 
kind is a single community which ought to be united by the 
purpose of securing a better life for all. 

That the documentary him provided a powerful new instru- 
ment for stimulating public consideration of social problems 
became evident during the nineteen-thirties. Under the auspices 
of the Federal Resettlement Administration, Pare Lorentz pro- 
duced two films that eloquently presented issues which affected 
the whole nation, and illustrated the solutions undertaken by the 
national government. In The Plow That Broke the Plains, the 
problem of soil erosion, and the need for measures of conservation, 
tragically demonstrated by the "black blizzard" that had brought 
catastrophe to the prairie states, were expounded simply and 
forcibly. Another film, The River, dealt with the need for flood 
control and portrayed the work of the Tennessee Valley Authority. 
Similarly, though without government sponsorship, Robert Stel^ 
bins made People of the Cumberland, portraying the emei|^nce 
of isolated descendants of pioneers from poverty and social stag- 
nation; and Ralph Steiner in The City dealt with the need for 
far-sighted urlian planning. 

Entry of the United States into the Second World War greatly 
expanded the social use of documentary films. Frank Capra, an 
outstanding Hollywood director, made War Comes to America, a 
skillful re-editing of newsreels. The United States Army produced 
Let There Be Light, which dealt with the important problem of 
psychoneuroses, and Swinging into Step, a report on new methods 
of prosthesis. Both of these, inviting compassion for crippled 
soldiers, actually held profound implications for American society 
under conditions of peace, since the understanding which they 
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urged was equally applicable to the victims of industrial accidents 
and the patients in mental wards of civilian hospitals. For the 
overseas branch of the Office of War Information, which released 
them in foreign countries, there were made three notable docu- 
mentary films. How citizens of the United States elect their 
government was shown in Tuesday in November-, an operation of 
the United States Department of Health was vividly shown in 
Capital Story-, and the prevention of epidemics was studied in 
The Pale Horseman. In order to bring the human cost of war 
home to American civilians, the War Department issued a num- 
ber of remarkable documentary films, of which The Battle of San 
Pietro, The True Glory and To the Shores of Iwo Jima were 
representative examples. 

By the end of the war, the practi j^b le- u-se of documoita ry 
films in social education had been ampl y demonstrated . In the 
judgment of Iris Barry, Curator of the Museum of Modem Art 
Film Library in New York City, “Our society needs this instru- 
ment in peacetime to help the man in the street grasp the 
complexities of the world in which he votes, extend his horizon, 
supplement his education.” It remained to be seen whether or not 
the instrument would be used for these purposes, and under what 
sponsorship. 

The documentary film, originally conceived as an extension of 
the public-relations methods available to industrial enterprises, 
was likewise capable of being used by special interests as a means 
of directing and controlling public opinion. During the Great 
Depression, when the American people had turned against the 
leadership of its conservative business community, and had elected 
a government committed to large-scale social experiment, a 
concerted effort was made by big industry to “sell business to the 
public.” This campaign was subjected to critical analysis by S. H. 
Walker and Paul Sklar in a series of articles written for Harper's 
Magazine. The role of documentary films, they found, was es- 
pecially significant. The National Association of Manufacturers 
made films that were exhibited in four thousand theaters, reaching 
an audience of six million people. It likewise produced films to 
be shown, by large-scale employers of labor, before their workers. 
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Among the great industrial units engaging in the production of 
propaganda films were the United States Steel Corporation, the 
General Motors Corporation, the Westinghouse Electric and 
Manufacturing Company, and the du Pont chemical interests. 
Some of their films secured presentation in theaters, others before 
non-theatrical audiences. The Young Men’s Christian Association 
operated a Motion Picture Bureau “for the benefit of American 
industry” which offered a “guaranteed distribution of advertising 
films.” This service reached some twenty-five thousand non- 
theatrical exhibitors having a total audience estimated at twelve 
million people. Almost half of these exhibitors were schools, high 
schools, universities, and adult-education classes. Similarly, the 
American Museum of Natural History in New York circulated 
industrial films to audiences that totalled more than eleven million 
people, including the membership of fourteen hundred schools. 
Through such facilities as these, and by means of the documentary 
film, American corporations were enabled, as the National Asso- 
ciation of Manufacturers declared, to meet “with sound facts the 
falsehoods and half-truths that imperil the American system.” 

In the field of industrial training the motion picture was well 
established by the nineteen-thirties. But its use was greatly ex- 
tended during the Second World War, when films were employed 
as an integral part of the process of fitting some twenty million 
workers for imfamiliar tasks in war production. Films were like- 
wise used to train approximately fifteen million members of the 
armed forces in a variety of essential skills: “whether to load and 
fire a tommy gun, improvise a bridge, deliver a baby, compute 
altitude, butcher meat, or overcome malaria, fire or fear.” The 
Navy Department reported that, “Men learn more, remember 
longer, and show more interest in learning when training films 
are used than when more traditional methods are employed. Films 
tend to standardize training, shorten training time, and make 
instruction more practical.” And that the motion picture was 
beginning to revolutionize methods of public education in the 
United States was evident from the fact that in the period between 
1926 and 1947 there had occurred a seventy-fold increase in the 
number of sound-equipped projectors used in the public schools. 
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By 1947, American public schools were using fifteen thousand 
projectors to show silent pictures, and thirty-five thousand proj- 
ectors to show pictures with verbal commentary or musical 
accompaniment. The role played in the school system by educa- 
tional films was defined by Floyde E. Brooker, of the United 
States Office of Education: “The motion picture can free the 
classroom from the experiences of here and now, and can make all 
the past, and all the present, and all the phenomena that lie 
beyond the ken of the senses contribute to the learning of the 
students.” 

8 Curtain Call for a Titan 

In Hollywood, during the spring of 1948, you might sometimes 
have seen a tall, lean, lordly-featured man strolling along Holly- 
wood Boulevard, stopping to look into shop windows. He wore a 
wide-brimmed, floppy felt hat, and he carried a cane, but in a city 
where idiosyncrasy was commonplace, he was not sufficiently 
neutral to attract attention. So David Wark Griffith, aged seventy- 
three and long forgotten, moved unrecognized through the pedes- 
trian traffic of the city he had helped to create. 

He lived in a modest hotel one block from the crossroads of 
filmdom at Hollywood and Vine, where his room overlooked the 
heart of the city. But his existence was practically unnoticed. 
Griffith apparently cherished his isolation; he refused to answer 
his telephone, and did not collect the mail that had accumulated 
for him. He had made no motion picture in seventeen years. 

One afternoon, he granted an interview to Ezra Goodman, for 
the New York newspaper, PM. It was his ambition, he said, to see a 
stage production of The Treadmill, the play he had been working 
on for more than half a century. It was a play about the earth and 
solar system, with the theme of eternal recurrence, and it told 
that the universe was foredoomed to annihilation, being of the 
essence of dust. It was a story of the beginning of life to the 
ending of life, but perhaps too beautiful and too good for anyone 
to see. 

There had been no improvement in movies since the old days, 
Griffith declared. Forty years earlier, he had made pictures from 
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t:iic poems of Browning and Keats; but nobody would dare to do 
tiiis any longer. “Today they have forgotten movement in the 
.^a-Oving picture — ^it is all still and stale,” Griffith said. “The 
jXEOving picture is beautiful, the moving of wind on beautiful 
trees is more beautiful than a painting. Too much today depends 
orx the voice. I love talking pictures properly done. Sometimes the 
talk, is good, often very bad. We have taken beauty and exchanged 
it for stilted voices.” 

And, as if to emphasize his verdict, Griffith summed it up in 
a. single pregnant sentence. “In my arrogant belief,” he asserted, 
have lost beauty.” 

On a hot day at the end of July, three hundred members of 
flollywood’s motion picture colony turned out to attend the 
ftineral of the genius whom they had rewarded with years of 
ingratitude. At the services, they were rebuked for the neglect, 
the obscurity, the tragic frustration that had embittered his 
later life. 

For as one eulogist put it, there had been no solution for 
I>avid Wark Griffith but a kind of frenzied beating on the barred 
doors. 
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CHAPTER I 


Get a Horse 


1 Eve of an Epoch 

On Thanksgiving eve, 1895, Chicago was having a snowstorm. As 
the night drew on, you could see great drifts piling up in the 
streets. Prosperous citizens decided to get out their horses and 
cutters early in the morning. Nobody wanted to miss the fun. 
For, after a postponement of some weeks, the absurd event was 
finally coming ofiE, and a heavy snowfall was bound to make it even 
more ludicrous. 

All Chicago knew about it, of course — the Times-Herald had 
seen to that. Most readers were bewildered. The paper held sound 
opinions on nearly all subjects. Its publisher, H. H. Kohlsaat, had 
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amassed his wealth in business. Yet this affair was a flagrant de- 
parture from common sense. Through his paper, Kohlsaat was 
sponsoring a contest for self-propelled vehicles. The “motocycles,” 
as the Times-Herald called them, were to run from Jackson Park 
to Evanston and back — ^more than fifty milesl For this impossible 
feat, the deluded publisher had offered a total of five thousand 
dollars in prizes. 

The bait had certainly attracted some very queer fish. Cranks 
and tinkerers from all over the country announced their intention 
of competing. In all, eighty-eight laid claim to having built some 
form of “horseless carriage” capable of moving under its own 
power. Such a contraption could be built, of course. Nine years 
earlier, one had been demonstrated on the streets of Paris by its 
inventor, Gottlieb Daimler. In Mannheim, Germany, Carl Benz 
was working along the same lines. And in France, under Daimler’s 
patents, the firm of Panhard and Levassor was actually manu- 
facturing the costly, dangerous toys. Indeed, they had been raced 
from Paris to Rouen during the previous year; as a result, wealthy 
European sportsmen were said to be taking them up as a fad. 
Recently, Thomas Alva Edison had announced that the horse was 
now doomed. But this statement was dismissed as the pardonable 
vagary of a wizard. Sensible, practical-minded Americans knew 
better. The preposterous things could be built — ^but why build 
them? It was obvious that they had no future, Not while roads 
were what they were, and oats were cheap. 

Meanwhile, some of Kohlsaat’s self-styled inventors failed to 
get their machines to Chicago. Others, receiving theirs at the 
railroad freight yards, were unable to move them to an outlying 
race track which the Times-Herald had rented as headquarters for 
the contestants. A young man named Hiram Percy Maxim who 
had come on from Hartford, Connecticut, to see the race, found 
scattered about in various places throughout the city an astonish- 
ing assortment of mechanical monstrosities. There was a bicycle 
with a direct connected crank from a gasoline engine cylinder 
on each side. There were enormous wagons that seemed to lack 
any definite system of propulsion. There was an electric carriage, 
nm by storage batteries. Its steering wheels were in the rear and 
its driving wheels were in the front; this gave it the slightly dis- 
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concerting appearance of running hind end foremost. Its hopeful 
entrant, a manufacturer of storage batteries in Philadelphia, called 
the thing an “electrobat,” and he had prudently cached, every few 
miles along the route of the race, relays of charged batteries as 
replacements for exhausted motive power. Three vehicles were 
powered by Benz engines, but only one wore its imported carriage. 
Young Maxim thought it looked like a machine shop on wheels. 
In his' opinion, the best-looking outfit of all was that entered 
by the Duryea Motor Wagon Company of Springfield, Massa- 
chusetts. It was called a “bu^yaut” and was actually a horse- 
buggy, complete even to whip-socket, equipped with a two-cylinder 
engine. 

In a way, Maxim ranked as an expert critic. His father, Hiram 
Stevens Maxim, was the inventor of the famous Maxim gun; in 
the years to come, he himself would give the world the racketeer’s 
best friend, the Maxim silencer. But in 1895, a slight, dark-haired, 
dark-mustached youth in his middle twenties, Hiram Percy Maxim 
had served for five months as engineer in charge of the new 
“motor carriage department” of the Pope Manufacturing Com- 
pcmy of Hartford, makers of the celebrated Columbia bicycle. 
The cycle craze was still at its peak, but Colonel Albert A. Pope 
was a shrewd business man. Though to him it seemed incredible, 
there might come a time when people would rebel against 
pedalling, and demand a mechanically propelled device for 
independent, long-distance travel over the nation’s roads. 

Should the fickle public ever make this demand. Colonel 
Pope wanted to be ready to satisfy it. Young Maxim was rec- 
ommended to him as one who had been experimenting with 
gasoline engines. Like everyone else. Colonel Pope knew that 
gasoline was sold in hardware stores by day, in drug stores at night. 
It was said to remove grease spots from clothing. If exploded in 
an engine, it was thought capable of releasing tremendous power. 
But people who fiddled with it were likely to be killed, for it was 
every bit as temperamental as dynamite. Aware of its murderous 
nature. Colonel Pope courageously surmounted his instinctive 
misgivings. He hired Maxim to design and produce the hypothet- 
ical Columbia motor carriage. 

Maxim hoped to father a sweet-running little gasoline carriage 
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that would effortlessly skim over rough country roads, up hill and 
down dale, its shiny engine contentedly purring somewhere down 
below. In August, 1895, he mounted his engine on a light Craw- 
ford runabout and — attended by a crowd of cyclists, pedestrians 
and drivers of terrified horses — successfully wheedled his em- 
bryonic motor carriage for a quarter of a mile in the streets of 
Hartford. Nearly forty years later he was to recall that the vehicle 
shook, trembled, rattled and clattered; that it spat oil, fire, smoke 
and smell. To any person who disliked machinery, and who had 
been trained to. appreciate the lustrous elegance of fine horse 
carriages, it was revolting. Mr. George H. Day, vice-president of 
the company, was such a person. He contemplated the noisy, 
greasy, mechanical monster with distaste. He could see no place 
for it in any civilized scheme of things. 

Although Maxim drove it, two months later, to the city line 
and back — all of six miles — ^without disaster, Mr. Day remained 
convinced that he was on the wrong track. Maxim could continue 
working on a gasoline-powered vehicle, but the projected Colum- 
bia was to be an electric carriage. Mr. Day was one of the city’s 
foremost industrialists, and his views were accepted without 
question. An obscure young engineer could privately reject Mr. 
Day’s judgment as faulty; he could not publicly affirm his own 
faith that a great industry would one day be founded on the 
gasoline motor vehicle. Yet less than a decade later, he was to see 
Mr. Day become president of the Association of Licensed Auto- 
mobile Manufacturers, whose members built motor cars powered 
only by gasoline. 

In Chicago, Maxim consorted with the weary, harried and 
very dirty men who were spending days and nights underneath, or 
half inside, the grotesque wheeled objects that required about 
five hours of tinkering for every hour of locomotion. To ride in 
one of them was an adventure of the first magnitude, and Maxim 
surmised that only courageous men, well equipped with tools, 
knowledge and spare parts, who were indifferent to dirt, grease, 
smoke and noise, would consider going anywhere in any motor 
vehicle as yet built. Like his friend, Charles Brady King, of 
Detroit, who also had been trying to build a gasoline carriage, 
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Maxim was not a contestant in the race. Both were appointed to 
ride as umpires; Maxim, with the driver of the “electrobat,” and 
King with the driver of one of the Benz carriages. As the snow- 
storm increased in fury, consternation prevailed among the 
contestants. On the advice of someone, many began a frantic 
search for rope and sash cord to wind around their tires. But late 
in the night all but eleven abandoned hope of entering the race. 

2 Not to the Swift 

On Thanksgiving morning only six drivers showed up with their 
vehicles at the starting line in Jackson Park. Despite the intense 
cold and deep snow, a large crowd had gathered. There were so 
many family sleighs and speedy cutters present that each racer 
seemed likely to be trailed, at a discreet distance, by the music of 
tinkling bells and equine laughter. The hopes of three contestants 
were speedily dashed. The “electrobat” in which Maxim rode 
dropped out before reaching its first cached battery replacement; 
another electric vehicle followed suit; a gasoline carriage gave up 
the ghost in a snowdrift less than a mile from the start. This left 
the field to the Duryea “buggyaut,” the Benz in which King was 
riding, and another entered by R. H. Macy and Company, the 
New York department store, which hoped to secure the American 
agency for Benz’s motor carriages. All three vehicles were delayed 
by the panic of outraged horses, the hostility of small boys, and 
Ae snowdrifts from which their drivers frequently had to extricate 
them by dismoimting and pushing. All three suffered from 
mechanical breakdowns. 

Nevertheless, they succeeded in reaching Evanston and setting 
out on the return journey. After colliding, successively, with a 
horse-car, a cutter and a hack, the Macy Benz became an im- 
manageable wreck in Douglas Park. The driver of the Benz in 
which King was riding lapsed into unconsciousness on reaching 
Garfield Boulevard, probably as a result of exposure. Propping 
him up with one hand. King managed the tiller with the other, 
and brought the vehicle to the finish line. But the Duryea 
“buggyaut” had come in a half hour earlier, completing the 
course of fifty-two miles at an average speed of slightly more than 



[226] The Horseless Carriage Makes Good 

five miles an hour. The first of many gruelling endurance tests 
for horseless carriages had been won by an American vehicle. 
His confidence inflated by this vindication, the delighted Kohlsaat 
immediately put his own . reputation in still graver jeopardy. 
Within five years, he announced, the streets of Chicago would 
show five horseless carriages for every equipage still in use. 

Such unbounded confidence was expressed by only one Amer- 
ican other than Kohlsaat, Edison, and the pioneer experimenters. 
This happy visionary was a New Yorker, E. P. Ingersoll, who had 
just laimched the trade magazine of a still unborn industry. In 
the first number, he candidly acknowledged that inauguration of 
the Horseless Age might strike some readers as premature. Yet, he 
declared, ‘‘those who have taken the pains to search beneath the 
surface for the great tendencies of the age see what a giant industry 
is struggling into being there.” To many readers this must have 
seemed pure hallucination. What, then, could they think of the 
deductions which Ingersoll drew from the Chicago race? “From 
the gradual displacement of the horse in business and pleasure 
will come economy of time and practical money-saving. In cities 
and in towns the noise and clatter of the streets will be reduced, a 
priceless boon to the tired nerves of this overwrought generation 
. . . Streets will be cleaner, jams and blockades less likely to occur, 
and accidents less frequent, for the horse is not so manageable as 
a mechanical vehicle.” 

But an overwrought generation seemed likely to have to en- 
dure the weariness of its nerves, the incidence of traffic jams and 
accidents, and the defilement of its streets by Dobbin for a long 
time to come. In the summer of 1896, six months after IngersolPs 
predictions were published, there was scant indication that they 
would ever be fulfilled. True, the Patent Office had received more 
than five hundred applications covering self-propelled vehicles 
and parts; and so fertile were the imaginations of the eccentrics 
who filed them that there were said to be some three hundred 
different kinds of contraptions on their drawing boards. But in the 
United States, that summer, there were only sixteen horseless 
carriages in existence and capable of being operated. 

Of these, the most widely known was a duplicate of ‘"the 
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famous Duryea Motor-Wagon or Motor-Cycle” which had won 
the Chicago race. Indeed, the happy owner had plastered the 
nation’s billboards and bams with its picture, alleging it to be 
“the identical horseless carriage that won the great race.” For even 
in his old age P. T. Bamum was a tireless searcher for sensational 
novelties, and he had bought a “bugg^aut” to add to the wonders 
of Bamum and Bailey’s Circus. All over the country, it drew 
gaping crowds. In the street and circus-ring parades it preceded 
the freaks and wild animals, spasmodically coughing and belching 
noxious smoke, and many reasonable Americans decided that it 
had found its appropriate, perhaps predestined, place. 

However, by this time the Duryea marvel had won a second 
race as widely publicized as the Chicago event. It was sponsored by 
John Brisben Walker, editor and publisher of The Cosmopolitan, 
and to make it the more impressive he had persuaded three 
variously distinguished Americans to serve as judges. The names 
of General Nelson A. Miles, Chauncey Depew and John Jacob 
Astor should have acted as a powerful antidote to popular 
skepticism. For the general was the nation’s ranking military man; 
Depew was not only an eminent corporation lawyer and president 
of the New York Central Railroad, but the most celebrated of 
after-dinner speakers; while Astor was, so to speak, the American 
Prince of Wales, for his mother had long been the undisputed 
ruler of native “society.” Under the reflected brilliance of this 
triple prestige, the Cosmopolitan race was run on Decoration Day, 
1896. 

The course led from City Hall in New York to the &shionable 
Ardsley Country Club in Iivington-on-the-Hudson, and return. 
At the club, nearly one thousand guests were assembled to welcome 
the arrival of the first horseless carriage; a prize of three thousand 
dollars awaited the winner at City Hall. Three Duryea carriages 
participated; a Benz was their only competitor. The winner — ^so 
an astonished observer reported — climbed the steepest hills with- 
out assistance or delay, and went up a stiff grade with perfect ease. 
Indeed, its performance convinced him that horseless carriages 
of quality and price suitable for general use must soon be on the 
market. 
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This, in fact, was the a m bitious project of the Duryea company, 
which presently set up a "demonstrator” on Broadway, in New 
York City, prepared to take orders for future delivery. The “new 
model” Duryea was persuasively advertised. It was described as 
being adapted for general use on all kinds of roads in all kinds 
of weather. It was guaranteed to be noiseless, odorless, free from 
vibration, perfectly controllable and absolutely safe. It exemplified 
the indefinable element of style, for it had the handsome lines of a 
high-grade carriage, but presented a “complete” appearance — ^not 
a “carriage-without-a-horse look.” Yet this unique combination of 
utilitarian, functional and esthetic appeal — even when reinforced 
by the combined impressiveness of a Miles, Depew and Astor — 
utterly failed to break down the sales resistance of skeptical New 
Yorkers. The Duryea company built thirteen vehicles before the 
year was out, but nearly half a century later its surviving member 
confessed that all sales were made to New England people. Even 
in a perplexingly changing world the persistence of Yankee 
idiosyncrasy could be relied on. 



CHAPTER II 


Some Called Them Crackpots 


1 The Springfield Zanies 

Although Springfield, Massachusetts, was the birthplace of the 
first American car, its builders — the brothers Charles E. and J. 
Frank Duryea — ^were bom and brought up on an Illinois farm. 
Charles, the elder by six years, was both inventive and imaginative. 
At seventeen, never having seen a bicycle, he succeeded in con- 
structing one. Two years later, in an essay written for the grad- 
uation exercises of his class, he predicted that, “The humming of 
flying machines will be music over all lands, and Europe will be 
but a half day’s journey.” In 1882, this was scarcely the kind of 
notion which enterprising Middle Western capitalists were likely 
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to favor, so Charles Duryea found work, successively, as a car|>en- 
ter, blacksmith, millwright and machinist. By 1890, at the age 
twenty-seven, he was established in the bicycle business in 
Chicopee, Massachusetts, where his younger brother. Frank, was 
employed as a toolmaker. In the summer of the following year 
the brothers did some reading on the subject of ps engines, and 
in an English book they found an illustraticNn of the four-cycle 
compression engine designed by the German inventor, N. Otto. 
The project of using this engine to power a vehicle iww conceived 
by Charles, and to it he devoted all his leisure hours. He ccmipleted 
his drawings early in 189a, and during March of that year managed 
to persuade a local businessman, Erwin F. Markham, to beomie 
the first American investor in an automotive enterprise. According 
to the historic contract, Markham put up one thousand dollan 
to be spent in "constructing the first of the above-mentioned 
mechanically-propelled road vehicles, and in otherwise develop 
ing said invention." Thus assured of capital. Charles promptly 
engaged Frank to help in the work of actual const met ion. 

The subsequent course of events was afterwards to licconte a 
savagely disputed issue. In middle age, personal misfortune em- 
bittered Charles Duryea. More than anything else, he wished to 
have sole credit as the designer of America's first automobile, and 
up to his death in 1958 he tirelessly asserted his claim to this 
credit. Thereafter, his right to recognition was sustained by his 
son. But Frank Duryea, surviving Charles, was deeply offended 
by certain statements made by his nephew. Having maintained 
silence during Charles’ lifetime, Frank Duryea published his 
version of the story of America’s fi»t car in 194a, when he was 
seventy-tlrree yeare old. In the controversy that developed, the 
arguments of both sides, set forth in books and pamphlets, were 
deposited in major libraries throughout the country, and the 
clamor of the earliest horseless carriage was perpetuated, for 
future gencratiems, in an acrimonious family feud. 

In the autumn of 189a, Charles Duryea moved from Spring- 
field, Massachusetts to Peoria, Illinois, where he again engaged in 
the bicycle business. According to him. bis "buggyaut" receiviid 
its first road test on April 19th of that year. According to Frank 
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Duryea. the contract under which Markham agreed to Hnance its 
construction was dated March sSth. and “no car— especially the 
first o£ its kind in America— -could have been built in twenty-two 
days, ready for operation.” The car, Frank Duryea contended, was 
neither completed nor operated before Charles’s departure from 
Springfield; when moving to Illinois. Charles announced that he 
must leave the finishing of the “buggyaut" to Frank, whom he 
had hired to take charge of its actual construction. 

Thereafter, Frank Duryea asserted, construction proceeded, 
and Charles’ desipis were rigorously followed. But before the 
car l»ad been completed, its mechanism was seen to be defective, 
and Frank Duryea persuaded Markham to let him design and 
build a new engine. Work on it was not finished until the last of 
August, i8gs, when it was installed in the “buggyaut.” The 
vehicle was then removed from the shop, briefly stored in an 
alley, and hauled by horse to a barn owned by Markham’s son-in- 
law, from which Frank Duryea hoped to drive it on a test run 
without attracting any observers. On September aand, 1893, the 
Springfield Evening Union reported that the “buggyaut” had 
actually been driven on the road. This test — presumably the first 
appearance of a motor car on an American road — ^revealed that 
tlie transmission was not efficient, so Frank Duryea designed 
and installed a gear and clutch transmission giving two speeds 
and reverse. Thus improved, the vehicle performed successfully on 
tile road in January, 1894. By this time, additional capital was 
required, but Frank soon discovered that, although the “buggyaut” 
operated satisfactorily, an inspection of it, with its mechanism 
down close to the ground and plainly visible, always left a possible 
investor cold. He therefore began building a second model, with 
its machinery concealed in the body. This was finished late in 
1894, when Charles Duryea visited Springfield, and was given 
"his first ride in a Duryea car” on the top floor of the building in 
which it had been constructed. 

This second car— which almost a year later Frank Duryea 
drove to fame in the Chicago race — was constantly operated in 
and around Spring^eld during the spring and summer of 1895 
for the purpose of attracting further financial investment. Finally. 
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after undertaking an eighteen-mile trip, a promoter enlistee 
sufficient capital to form the Duryea Motor Wagon Cora|»ny, th< 
first of its kind in the United States. Both brothers were stock 
holders and directors, but Frank was appointed engineer h 
charge of design and construction, and Charles returned to hii 
home in Peoria. After the victory in the Chicago race, FranI 
built a third model, embexiying various improvements, and witf 
it won the Cosmopolitan race in New York. He then made furthci 
chants in design, and a new Duryea car was completed in Octo 
ber, 1896; one month later, this vehicle was the victor in th< 
English “Liberty Day" race from Londem to Brighton and returr 
— the fint gasoline car of American manufacture to adtievt 
recognition abroad. 

By this time, the Duryea brothers were inicmaticmally famous 
and appeared to be on the threshold of lasting prosperity. Bm 
two years later Frank Duryea negotiated the sale of their stoci 
in the Duryea company, and their business association ended. Ih 
went on to design and manufacture the Stevens Duryea car, anc 
retired from the automotive field in 1915. Charles Duryea 's sub 
sequent career was far less fortunate. Apparently incapble o! 
keeping abreast of rapid developments in the industry which ht 
had helped to found, Charles steadfastly held to itts original projeci 
of a vehicle as light as a buggy, and unsuccessfully attemfited tc 
build and market three-wheeled motor cars. Failing in this, Ik 
turned to writing for automotive trade Journals, and gradually 
sank into what he considered an unmerited obscurity. As an aginj 
and embittered man, he wrote pamphlets to prove that he, alone 
deserved credit for the first American automobile. It was hr 
melancholy fate to be all but forgotten by his successors; to havt 
his claims seriously damaged after his death; and to be celebrated 
in the end, not as the father but “the apostle of the automobile.' 

2 Th« Drcf0on of Kdkomo 

While Frank Duryea was working at the "bu{i|gyaui," anotha 
restless mid-Westemer, unknown to tlie brothers and ignomni 
of their project, was seized by the same notion. The fantasy, ir 
his case, sprang from painful experience and urgent practica 
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need; the prospect of exploiting it commercially did not dawn 
until later. This procrastination of the profit motive was the more 
ironical because Elwood G. Haynes was neither a crank nor a 
tinkerer, but a prosperous businessman. Unlike most of the other 
automotive pioneers, he had received an excellent education. 
Specializing in science, he took postgraduate courses at Johns 
Hopkins and was already launched on his chosen career of teach- 
ing when natural gas was discovered in his native state of Indiana. 
A new industry mushroomed almost overnight, and Haynes 
abandoned teaching to enter it. At the age of thirty-six he was 
living in the city of Kokomo; as field superintendent of a natural 
gas company, his work kept him constantly traveling over rural 
roads in a buggy. Though otherwise satisfied with his existence, 
Haynes fretted over the multiple discomforts and inconveniences 
of his time-consuming expeditions. The desire to eliminate these 
became obsessive. Not imreasonably, for Haynes was suffering, in 
an acute form, from the peculiar torments that afflicted all urban 
residents who ventured to drive or cycle fcir out into the 
countryside. 

These hardy explorers faced primitive conditions soon after 
crossing the city line. There, they left behind cobblestoned streets 
and the stretches of macadam paving that were beginning to 
replace them; horse-cars and cable-cars and the new electric trolley 
lines for which enterprising capitalists were securing franchises, 
often by shady political deals. Once in the open country, adyen- 
turous souls foimd themselves abruptly translated into an earlier 
era. Throughout the United States, roads were prevailingly 
wretched: rough and rutted always; deep in mud after the winter 
thaws, heavily layered in sand and dust all summer. When the 
nation’s expanding railroad system achieved a monopoly of long- 
distance haulage and travel, turnpikes, like canals, began to be 
abandoned. Regional roads fell into disuse, except as they served 
narrowly local needs. Their upkeep was the responsibility of the 
townships. In general, rural property-owners could pay their road 
tax in money or, as most preferred to do, work it out whenever 
the authorities got around to making casual repairs. American 
farmers were already feeling the hard times which would bring 
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about the prolonged financial depression of the eighteen-nineties 
and usher in the angry revolt of the Populist party. Aggrieved by 
low incomes, tight money, the high cost of manufactured g^s. 
the tribute exacted by railroads, bankers and trusts, and rising 
taxes, they were not in a mood to undertake the additional burden 
of highway improvements. For how would better roads add to 
their income? 

An incipient “good-roads movement" thereftw aroused their 
opposition, the more savagely, perhaps, because it was sponsored 
by prosperous city folk whom the formers regarded as their 
oppressors. The demand for better roads followed hard upon the 
appearance of the first “safety-bicycle" in 1887 — a novelty which, 
replacing the high front and low back wheels with two of equal 
size, was readily mounted, easily pedalled, and far less hazardous 
to sit. From the very outset, it seduced the imagination of city 
dwellers; men and women alike thronged to the riding schools 
that were opened everywhere; special costumes were desifpicd for 
the new sport; and soon the output of bicycles could not keep pace 
with the rising popular demand for them. By 1889 Cltjlonel Albert 
A. Pope, the nation’s foremost manufacturer of bicycles, was 
pleading the cause of better roads, in behalf of lietter business, 
before a convention of the National Carriage Builders’ Associa- 
tion. Within a few more years, the number of cyclists could be 
reckoned in the millions and the League of American Wlieclmen, 
organized to represent them, began a militant agitation for natiem- 
wide improvement of highways. The It^slature of New jersey, 
first to succumb to this pressure, established the principle of 
granting state aid to develop a network of roads. Other states 
gradually followed this example. By >893, the League had carried 
its campaign to the Federal government. In that y«ir Congress— 
with a noteworthy blindness to the possibilities of patronage 
—appropriated ten thousand dollars to set up the Office of Public 
Roads Inquiries. Under its auspices, qualified experts advised state 
and township authorities in all matters pertaining to roadbuilding 
or improvement. The profewioa of civil engineering seemed due 
for an expansion, and manufocturen of roadbuilding machinery 
and materials enjoyed visions of future proaperity. 
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But rural hostility did not abate. It was, if anything, intensi- 
fied by the antics of city-slicker cyclists. These were of two breeds: 
the “scorchers” who, imitating celebrated professional racers, were 
maniacs for speed, and the members of the Century Road Club, 
who wore badges laddered with gold bars, each of which certified 
to the pedaling of one hundred miles in eighteen hours. Both the 
“scorchers” and the “centuries” streamed out through the country- 
side, crouching over their handlebars, scaring nervous farm 
animals and spattering villagers with mud in their demoniac 
pursuit of “records.” This, surely, was bad enough; but there was 
worse to come. For presently the stem public morality of American 
farmers received a shattering jolt. Incredibly, there flashed by a 
“tandem” bicycle — ^and for it, one half the motive power was 
being furnished by a woman: probably young, necessarily short- 
skirted, and therefore obviously abandoned. When, fer from home, 
these jezebels and their sinful companions begged shelter for the 
night, conscience required that they first be turned away; and 
the price ultimately set on exposure to moral contamination was 
seldom low. It took a long time for the American farmer to admit 
that, in the words of a song which swept the nation, Daisy might 
look sweet upon the seat of a bicycle built for two. 

Therefore, since legislatures were sensitive to the rural vote, 
it was not surprising that some, although making appropriations 
for road improvement, also passed statutes to regulate unusual 
forms of transportation. The advice of Washington experts was 
often filed and forgotten. By the turn of the century, Americans 
of all ages and both sexes were pedaling ten million bicycles; 
three hundred manufacturers were producing them at the rate of 
more than a million a year. But their riders presumably endured 
physical misery in order to enjoy the delights of exercise and sport. 
For when, in 1904, the first census of the nation’s highways was 
taken, it showed that although the mileage of rural roads totalled 
more than two million, only some hundred and fifty thousand 
miles were “surfaced” in any form — ^and less than one hundred 
and fifty miles, in all the United States, had any kind of paving. 

In 1893, however, conditions were almost certainly worse. 
Brooding, unhappily, on the bruises received during his buggy 
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rides, on the long monotonous hours spent in driving fror 
gas-well to another, Elwood Haynes dreamed of the comfoi 
speed which might be attained with a horseless carriage 
scientific training equipped him to understand the prin 
underlying construction of a motor vehicle. But — ^again, u 
most other pioneers in this field — ^he had no aptitude for pra 
mechanics. So when he had made drawings of the vehic 
wanted, he decided to show them to two brothers who i 
machine shop in Kokomo. 

Neither Elmer nor Edgar Apperson knew anything 2 
horseless carriages. But they were expert in their craft and g: 
to an unusual degree, with the mechanical ingenuity comm< 
young Americans of their time. Their rates for work were 
cents an hour. Whatever their private opinion of Haynes’ pr< 
they accepted his commission to execute it as imperturbably as 
had been any routine job. They worked on it during slack per 
buying whatever parts were available, themselves making 
others. At the end of a year, they had Haynes’ horseless can 
ready for him. 

Most of the early builders of horseless carriages made t 
first road tests in secret, usually at night and on unfrequei 
streets, for misadventures were all too likely, and the ribald j 
of onlookers were inevitable. But Haynes and the Appersons 
played unique courage, perhaps bom of blind faith. They 
only announced a public demonstration but made certain th; 
would have the largest possible audience. Independence Day 
1894 as always, would be celebrated with a parade, a band con 
and patriotic oratory before the gland climax of fireworks a 
nightfidl, and from early morning the people of Kokomo 
likely to be out on the streets. Shortly before the holiday. Hay 
and the Appersons had the horseless carriage hauled to the < 
skirts of town. On the morning of the Fourth, they preparei 
for trial. At length, with Elmer Apperson at the tiller and Hay 
beside him on the high seat, the vehicle moved off, its eng 
patriotically saluting the day with explosive sounds and a trail 
smoke. And presently, incredulous townsfolk who lined the ro 
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stared wide-eyed at the homemade wonder as it passed, trium- 
phantly charging into Kokomo at the spanking speed of six miles 
an hour. 

3 Try, and Try Again 

To other resolute experimenters, accounts of the successes of the 
Duryeas and Haynes and the Appcrsons were both a source of 
envy and an additional incentive. And some of them were soon 
to enjoy similar triumphs. In Cleveland, Ohio, Alexander Winton, 
a prosperous manufacturer of bicycles, was hard at work in a 
comer of his factory. Having earlier served as assistant engineer 
on an ocean liner, Winton was a competent machinist and, at 
about the time when Elwood Haynes was making his sketches for 
a horseless carriage, had succeeded in building a motor-driven 
bicycle. Dissatisfied with its commercial possibilities, he decided 
to undertake a four-wheeled vehicle. Completing this in 1896, 
he was visited with an inspiration. Would it not be far more 
comfortable to ride in if he equipped it with pneumatic tires like 
those supplied with his bicycles? 

The notion was a happy one, and Winton promptly went to 
the B. F. Goodrich Company in Akron, which in addition to 
manufacturing such rubber products as wringer rolls and fire 
hose did a large business in bicycle tires. His reception might have 
daunted any less obstinate innovator. Bertram G. Work, superin- 
tendent of the plant, and later to become president of the com- 
pany, was not impressed. Warning Winton that there might never 
be another demand for similar equipment, he undertook to 
execute the commission only if Winton agreed to assume ail c<»ts 
which it might involve. A set of four fpant tires for Winton's 
vehicle would probably come to around four hundred dollars. 
Winton took the plunge. Under Work’s direction, the Goodyear 
plant proceeded to build four outsized, extra-strong, extra-rein- 
forced bicycle tires, adding plies of fabric until they appeared to 
have sufficient toughness. When finally fitted to Winton's carriage, 
they were sixtecn-ply monsters made of ordinary cross-woven 
bicycle tire fabric — the fiiit produced for their specific purpose 
in the United States. 
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A shrewd busmessxnan with a Hair for publicity, Winttm was 
the earliest experimenter, after the Duryeas, to deduce the com- 
mercial possibilities of the horseless carriage, and to rcaliaBf that, 
if a market was to be established, the merits of the vehicle must be 
dramatized in some spectacular manner that would arrest public 
attention. Racing — in which Winton was shortly to become pre- 
eminent— proved, for a decade or more, to be the moat successful 
means of securing wide publicity. In this, the United States vm 
merely following the pattern established by France, where the 
motor car was introduced rather as a toy for wealthy sportsmen 
than as an efficient and reliable mode of transportation adapted to 
general use. But, although Winton exploited the vc^e for racing, 
he was also the first American to foresee one of the ultimate major 
uses of the automobile, and to dramatize it for purposes of 
publicity. In the summer of 1897, having built two more vehicles 
— one of which he sold, but promptly took back from its dissatis- 
fied purchaser — he or^ized the Winton Motor Carriage Com- 
pany and pondered the problem of awakening the nation to its 
existence. What he needed was both capital and a market for his 
products, and these needs were inseiarable, for without a market 
he could not hope to secure capital, and wiUiout capital he would 
be unable to develop a market. New York was, obviously, the 
likeliest place to find both, and the means which Winton em- 
ployed to stun the jaded metropolis, and tlirough it the nation, 
had a touch of prophetic genius. Climbing into his car, he left 
Cleveland on the first of all American crass<ountry motor tours, 
and reached New York ten days later. Unfortunately for Winton, 
this exploit proved to be premature; the momentous trip yielded 
no sales and attracted no capital; and presently Winton shipped 
his vehicle back to Cleveland by freight. 

Meanwhile, in Detroit, Michigan, Charles Brady King— who 
had been working on the construction of a motor vehicle since 
1894, and as umpire had driven the last miles of the Chicago 
race — ^was spurred on to new efforts by the excitement of the 
Chicago event. “It wasn’t money I wanted." he told the journalist 
Brendan Gill fifty years later. “It was to do ihinp. I was bursting 
with ideas. Bursting!” Of the original pioneers, King was easily 
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the most inventive and versatile. With the single exception of 
Elwood Haynes, he was the only one who displayed a strong 
predilection for scientific research. Haynes, after many years spent 
as a manufacturer of automobiles, returned to the interests of his 
youth and made important contributions to the metalluigy of 
steel and aluminum. King, during some two decades of immersion 
in industry, found time to develop and patent more than forty 
varied inventions. Success alone never fully satisfied him, and he 
was intellectually too restless ever to be completely absorbed by 
business. Just before the first World War, concluding that spade- 
work had been finished in the automotive industry, and that the 
fun was therefore going out of it, he retired — in order to devote 
himself to art, architecture, music and other avocations which had 
always claimed his interest. 

King's maternal grandmother had been bom in Detroit when 
it was a frontier stockade, and his grandfather operated the first 
steam ferry between Detroit and Windsor. His father, a veteran 
of the Mexican War and the War between the States, was an army 
officer, and King's childhood was spent, largely among scouts and 
Indians, moving from one far- Western army post to another, often 
by wagon train. Watching the westward thrust of the railroads, 
he developed an early interest in transportation, and his first 
youthful inventions were largely in the field of improved railroad 
equipment. After two years at Cornell University, King settled in 
Detroit and presently established himself as a manufacturer of 
marine engines. 

By 1894, King had already btgun building his first motor 
vehicle, a four<ylinder bevel-drive machine. This failed to satisfy 
him, and he abandoned it without ever trying it on the road. 
Within the next year, the company he had ori^nized put out a 
new engine; fifty years later, King described it as the first four- 
cylinder block engine ever produced. On his return from the 
Chicago race, he determined to use this engine on a sectmd 
vehicle. More conversant witit foreign achievements in automotive 
engineering than any other American pitmeer. King had probably 
been impressed by the cars being made in Frants by Panhard uid 
Levaisor. These were a new form of vehicle; having the engine 
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forward, they bore no resemblance whatever to the 
carriage which Americans were imitating. For his sec 
King had designed a new carriage, replacing the t 
steering wheel. Had he used this design, King migh 
the first American to develop a horseless carriage not 
the reproachful ghost of a horse. 

But King put his design aside when a firm of carri 
offered him a body built for experimental trial on a st 
vehicle. This had a tiller, and he retained it. He insta. 
engine, a foot-operated accelerator, a muffler and tan] 
and gasoline. In several respects, this vehicle was an ir. 
on any previously produced. It was ready for a road tei 
1, 1896; but, as a precaution against unfavorable put 
first drove it several times at night, unseen by anyon 
that it actually ran was sufficient justification and, on 
of March 6th, King drove it along Woodward Avenue 
demonstration. Next morning, Detroit newspapers e 
ported the first appearance of a motor car on the streets 

4 Citizen Fixit 

While he drove that evening, King recalled long af 
friend followed him about on a bicycle. This absorb 
was a slight, wiry, cold-eyed, stern-visaged man who Ic 
than his thirty-three years; whose thin lips, tightly c 
gave his expression a touch of defiant obstinacy. Th( 
performance of King s vehicle may have encouraged F 
but it must likewise have caused him a sharp pang of 
two men had been acquainted for some years. The) 
drawn together by their besetting ambition to build 
self-propelled vehicles. During the winter of 1896, th« 
quently in the evenings to discuss their problems 
progress and exchange ideas. At the time, all the 
rested with King. He was well grounded in engineer: 
had read widely on the subject of automotive inventi< 
reputation as an established and successful marine ei 
spired some confidence in his project. The mechanica 
of his own plant were adequate, and his financial crec 
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him to procure not only whatever materials he needed, but the 
best of their kind. As a result, his progress was faster than Ford’s. 
More importantly, his vehicle was of considerably more advanced 
design. 

Whereas King was working under conditions propitious to 
success, the atmosphere that surrounded Ford was heavily satu- 
rated with frustration and failure. A bom tinkerer whose only 
known talent was an uncanny aptitude for repairing, and keeping 
in running order, almost any kind of machinery, his forays into 
the field of invention had never yielded tangible results. His 
persistence in making them met with explicit disapproval or, less 
endurably, with ridicule and a degree of contempt. The son of a 
fanner in Dearborn, nine miles west of Detroit, he had always 
detested the fanner’s life. From earliest childhood, he was fasci- 
nated by machinery; the only toys he ever knew were tools. At 
thirteen, he was pulling apart old clocks and watches, and putting 
them together again, somehow making them run. Presently, he 
was keeping his father's farm equipment in repair, and mending 
that of the neighlxirs. At fifteen, after some years of sketchy 
schooling, he put formal education l>ehind him forever. At sixteen, 
driven by his passion for mechanical work, he ran away from 
home and tramped up to Detroit to learn the machinist's trade. 
His practical-minded father, who wished him to become a farmer, 
all but gave him up for lost. 

At twenty-four, ;Fard>wa8 a journeyman mechanic in Detroit, 
installing and repairing steam and gasoline engines. Abruptly, 
he abandoned this congenial life to return to Dearborn and farm- 
ing; to tempt him back, his father had given him forty acres of 
woodland and a threshing machine. Young Ford set up a portable 
sawmill to clear his timber, hired out with his thresher when 
opportunity offered, and laboriously tried to build, with odds and 
ends of discarded equipment, a steam locomotive capable of being 
hitched either to a plow or a road wagon. His attempt was fruitless. 
Married, now, to the daughter of a neighboring farmer, he was 
considered an able "fixer," but in every other respect impracticai 
and queer — a grown man who spent his time fiddling with 
childish contraptions; a foredoomed failure on the land. Perhaps 
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nettled by this local appraisal, certainly more disenchanted than 
ever with a farmer’s life, Ford cast about for some way of escape. 
The offer of a mechanic’s job with the Detroit Edison Comf»ny 
came opportunely. For a twelve-hour day, it paid forty-five dollars 
a month, more money than he had succeeded in making in Dear- 
born. With his wife and his tools. Ford returned to Detroit. 

Eight years later, in 1896, he had risen to be chief engineer 
at the Edison plant, and his monthly paycheck stood at one hun- 
dred and twenty-five dollars. It looked as if the impractiail 
tinkerer had finally found his proper niche; kindly folk hoped 
that he mi^t have sufficient common sense to remain in it per- 
manently. His prospects appeared far better than he had any 
legitimate right to hope. Everyone knew that electricity was going 
to be the future universal power. The industry was headed for 
an immense expansion, and Ford was already established on the 
ground floor. 

Meanwhile Ford, like nearly every other American, had read 
about the Duryeas and their horseless carriage. He could not 
forget his humiliating failure with the steam-powered traction 
unit. The spectacular success of the Duryeas with an internal 
combustion engine started his mind off on a new track. He re- 
solved to build himself a gasoline horseless carriage. For the 
general construction, transmission and steering gear, he could 
draw on his experience with the ill-fated steam vehicle. But, 
with respect to the engine itself, he knew that he would once 
again have to work from the ground up. I.acking any theoretical 
knowledge of engineering, he would have to rely exclusively on 
his proved ability as a mechanic. 

In the rear of the two-family house cm Bagley Avenue where 
Ford lived with his wife and small son, there was a brick shed 
intended for the storage of wood and coal. There he had set up 
his workshop and now, in his leisure hours, nighu and Sundays. 

struggle widi his recalcitrant dream. An expert cyclist, 
his initial plan — soon discarded — was for a motor bicycle. The 
projected machine that he presently evolved was a ccxigiomerate 
of personal souvenirs. The steam car he had failed with, the 
motorcycle he had abandoned, the engines he had repaired pre- 
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sided over its birth. He called it a “quadricycle.” It was to be 
mounted on bicycle wheels, and a bicycle saddle fastened to the 
fuel tank would serve for a seat. His tools were crude, and he had 
to do most of his work by hand. Lack of time to search out the 
best materials for each part, lack of money to pay for them retarded 
his progress. His credit at the hardware store did not exceed 
fifteen dollars, so he made most of his parts from odd bits of scrap 
metal. But even the irreducible minimum of purchases which he 
had to make took more money than the family could well spare. 
“It seemed," Mrs. Ford remarked long afterwards, “as if we would 
never have any for ourselves.” This, at the time, was not her only 
grievance. For her husband had clamped an experimental engine 
to the kitchen sink, and on winter nights in 1896 he and Charles 
King would fuss over it, oblivious of young Edsel, asleep in the 
adjoining room, and all too likely to be poisoned by psoline 
fumes. 

Gradually, as the spring of 1896 wore on, the quadricycle 
approached completion. Money had been found to replace its 
bicycle saddle with a bup^y scat. King, who was already at work 
improving the engine of his car, contributed two intake valves 
he no longer needed. Ford had made two cylinders by hand from 
the exhaust pipe of an old steam engine. He was in a tense mood. 
He hoped that he was headed in the right direction, occasionally 
felt sure that he was, sometimes merely wondered whether he was 
not wasting his time. The old, ominous note of disapproval had 
once again come to him, this time at the F.di8on plant. He was 
highly reprded by his superiors, but word of his experiments had 
reached Alexander Dow, president of the company. Dow had no 
objection to experiments as such — if they had anything to do with 
electricity. That his chief engineer should be devoting himself to 
gas engines seemed rather worse than a waste of time: it was, in 
fact, like biting the feeding hand. One day, he offered some pointed 
advice. “F.lectrtcity, yes, that's the coming thing. But ps — no." 

The quadricycle would operate at two speeds; ten, and twenty 
miles an hour, It could be manipulated to turn, which was 
essential, since Ford had failed to solve the problem of reverse 
par, or neglected to provide any, and the machine would move 
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only forward. It would move, and it would stop, but it could not 
slow down: it had no brakes. Such as it was. the vehicle was ready 
for a trial on the road one rainy night early in June. Ford always 
prided himself on the care with which he planned his work in 
advance, overlooking no contingency and no detail. Many in- 
ventors, he asserted years afterwards, failed because tliey did not 
distinguish between planning and experimenting; this was not 
his habit. But when he tried to move his quadricycle out of his 
workshop, he found that it was too wide to squeeze through the 
doorway. In a storm of rage and impatience, he seized an ax and 
knocked away a part of the brick wall. Then, trundling his car 
out through the hole, he turned the flywheel until the engine 
started, climbed into the seat, and drove off into the rain. 

Now, for the first time, he knew the elation of success, and in 
a few weeks he was ready to confute his detractors. Taking King 
along as a passenger, he drove out to Dearborn to show off his 
quadricycle. When they reached his father's farm, Ford's pride and 
anticipation were obvious. King was always to remember how old 
Mr. Ford came out of the house, and silently stared at his son and 
the vehicle, how some neighbors drifted by and likewise stared, 
saying nothing. It was plain to King that old Mr. Ford was 
ashamed of this son whese trivial toy had humiliated him before 
his friends. It was probably also plain to Henry Ford, who, as 
King recalled, stood it as long as he could, then turned to King 
and said, in a heartbroken way, "Come on, Charlie, let's you and 
me get out of here." 

Vindication was presently to come, however, from a higher 
authority- In August, the annual convention of the Edison electric 
companies was held at the Oriental Hotel in Manhattan Beach, 
near Coney Island, then a resort for fashionable New Yorkers. To 
this gathering, Alexander Dow of the Detroit company took his 
chief engineer. At the opening afternoon session, the convention 
heard a discussion of the new field that promised to develop in 
the charging of storage batteries for electric vehicles. Several 
manufacturers had already pioneered with th«e, and the Pope 
Manufacturing Company of Hartford, having recently tested the 
Columbia electric carriage designed by Hiram Maxim, was 
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rumored to be in production. The Edison authorities, weighing 
this evidence, optimistically predicted that electric carriages and 
cabs would soon be on the streets of every American city, bringing 
in an enormous revenue from repairs and recharging. 

At the dinner which followed this session, Ford was seated, 
with Dow, Samuel Insull, the presidents of the New York and 
Boston Edison companies, and some others, at the table presided 
over by Edison himself. The talk of electric vehicles continued 
until Dow, perhaps hoping to impart a salutary lesson, told the 
group that Ford had built a gas car. One day Dow had heard dis- 
pleasing noises under his office window, had looked out to see a 
carriage without any horses, and a woman and little boy sitting in 
it, and presently had watched Ford leave the plant, climb up to the 
seat, and drive the thing off. Someone asked how Ford made it go; 
he began to reply, and soon Edison, cupping his deaf ear with his 
hand, was listening attentively. Places at table were shifted, and 
Ford was seated beside the wizard. Edison plied Ford with ques- 
tions. Ford, always l>ettcr at graphic than verbal description, 
sketched out his machine with a pencil. When he had finished, 
Edison brought his fist down on the table with a bang. 

■‘Young man," said the wizard, "that’s the thing: you have it. 
Keep at it. Electric cars must keep near to power stations. The 
storage battery is too heavy. Steam cars won't do either, for they 
have to have a boiler and fire. Your car is self-contained — carries 
its own power plant — no fire, no boiler, no smoke and no steam. 
You have tlte thing. Keep at it." 

Reporting these words thirty-four years later, Ford acknowl- 
edged that the thump of Edison's fist on the table had been worth 
worlds to him. Until that moment, no man had ever given him 
any encouragement. Now, suddenly, from the blue, the man whom 
he considered the world's greatest inventive genius gave Ford his 
unqualified approval. From Ijoyhood, Ford had idolized Edison. 
He admired the wizard’s inventions and personality; even more, 
his gift for hard, continuous work and his refusal to recognize the 
pmsihility of defeat. But, beyond the sentimental value of his 
hero's benediction. Ford was quick to perceive its practical sig- 
nificance. The man who knew most in the world about electricity 
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had disqualified it as a source o£ motive power, had asserted that, 
for the purpose in view. Ford's gasoline motor was superior to 
any possible electric motor — it could go long distances, Edistai 
said, and eventually there would be stations on tlic roads to supply 
the cars with hydrooirbon. It was the first time that Ford had 
ever heard this term used for liquid fuel. He could hardly wait 
for the convention to adjourn, so eager was he to set to work on 
a second car. Edison had done away with all anxiety that he might 
be wasting his time. 

Back in Detroit, working in his shed whenever his duties at the 
Edison plant permitted, Ford began to dream of a day when he 
could give all his time to this major interest. During the next 
three years, he built two more vehicles. They were much like the 
first, but lighter in weight; they lacked reverse gear and brakes; 
they retained the belt drive which — since the belts were satis- 
factory except in hot weather— -he did not altandon for gears until 
some time later. Meanwhile, like Charles King, he bepn driving 
on the streets of Detroit in full daylight. The police refused to 
permit them to exceed the speed of five miles an hour. Both men 
were cursed and threatened by teamsters and other drivers of 
frightened horses; for some time Ford made a practice of having 
a friend precede him on a bicycle, to warn titem of his approach. 
The two men found that the clatter and smoke of their cars 
infuriated many pedestrians. A crowd — some of them angry and 
all of them curious — would collect whenever Ford stopped his 
machine; if he left it alone for a momoat, some bystander would 
always climb in and try to run it; he took to chaining it to the 
nearest lamp post whenever he was compelled to leave it un- 
attended in the street. Daunted by the varied risks to wliidi he 
was exposing himself, he appealed for protection to the mayor of 
Detroit, and received a special permit authorizing him to continue 
his expeditions. 

5 Blueprint of the Future 

Neither King nor Ford, however, was to make Detroit a potential 
rival of Springfield, Hartford, Kokomo and Cleveland as a center 
for the manufacture of horseless carriages. This was to be the 
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achievement of their contemporary, Ransom E. Olds, whose singu- 
lar vision projected the pattern of an industry, and thus shaped the 
economic destiny of a city and a state. Born in Geneva, Ohio, 
Olds was early taken by his father to Lansing, the capital of 
Michigan. In this quiet little city, scarcely more than a sizeable 
village, the older man set up a machine shop. Like other youths 
of his generation, Ranny Olds was imaginatively excited by all 
forms of machinery: he could scarcely be driven from the shop. 
An expert craftsman, he became his father’s partner at the age of 
twenty-one. The shop had been making a few crude gasoline 
engines for farm and marine use; Olds was already determined to 
improve them. He dreamed, also, of applying some form of 
mechanical power to vehicles, for he was familiar with the carriage 
factories that centered in Flint and Lansing. Very shortly, he 
succeeded in producing a new tyfie of gasoline engine and, at the 
age of twenty-three, early one morning awakened the people of 
Lansing with the roar of a primitive three-wheeled, steam-powered 
horseless carriage. 

Five years later, Olds bought out his father's interest in the 
shop, and organized a company to make and market gasoline 
engines. But he also continued his experiments with steam- 
powered vehicles, and soon produced a four-wheeled model so 
remarkable that the Scientific American devoted an article to it. 
This {xtriodical was read all over the world, and presently Olds’ 
steamer was bought by a firm in Bombay, India. This extraor- 
dinary result convinced him that a practicable horseless carriage 
would command a worldwide market; the commercial possi- 
bilities, he thought, would he incalculable. “The gasoline engines 
were our bread-and-butter business," he remarked long afterwards, 
“and most people thought the car was just a toy, but 1 knew that 
the car was the big venture." 

Meanwhile, further experiments with steam persuaded him 
that boiler troubles and other difficulties would eventually work 
against popular adoption of a steamer, and he foresaw the limi- 
tations to which an electric car would be subject. He resolved 
to put his knowledge of gasoline engines to use. With Frank G. 
Clark, whose father owned a carriage factory, Olds worked for 
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two years in whatever time could be spared from business, and 
the two men finally built an experimental gasoline car. This was 
successfully tested in 1897, and in August of that year, with the 
assistance of local bankers. Olds organized a company to manu- 
facture and sell motor vehicles. At the first meeting of its directors, 
Olds was authorized "to build one carriage in as nearly ^rfect a 
manner as possible and complete it at the earliest possible mo- 
ment.” This vehicle, carrying four people m two forward-facing 
seats, was produced within a few months. 

Having completed his show car, Olds began U> ponder the 
future. His rivals— -the Duryeas, Haynes and the Apperscms, 
Win ton — ^had no more grandiose plans than to build a few 
vehicles at a time as a speculative venture, or solicit orders in 
advance and then fill them. But Olds’ imaginatitm had been 
fired by the mirage of a mass market. As yet non-existent, it 
could not be created through a system of unit production, which 
involved high costs and must necessarily result in high prices. 
Costs and prices, he realized, could only lx; reduced by a system 
of volume production — yet, in the absence of an assured market, 
the adoption of such a program might quickly lead to liankruptcy. 
Nevertheless, Olds could not reconcile himself to building emiy 
on order, or to the prospect of limited initial production and 
gradual expansion. He had conceived a laige-scale. full-time 
operation; he could be content with nothing leu. And he had a 
notion that he could apply certain techniques used by the carriage- 
builders of Flint, the most important manufacturers engaged In 
this line. They had originally come to Michigan because of its 
vast, cheap lumber resources, but these had been exhausted. For 
some time, therefore, instead of building tlicir carriages locally, 
they had farmed out the making of parts to specialized suppliers 
who were located nearer to lumber mills, and had trained their 
own craftsmen in the efficient assembling of these parts, reducing 
their operation to a putting-together and final finishing of car- 
riages. Olds thought that this method might be useful in achieving 
quantity production. 

For the large factory upon which he had set his heart, Olds 
knew that Lansing offered inadequate resources. There were not 
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enough skilled machinists there to staff it. There were not enough 
houses to accommodate those whom he would have to bring in. 
There was not even enough capital in the town to finance con- 
struction of the plant. At the suggestion of his bankers, Olds went 
east to talk with their connections there, with a view to setting up 
his plant in Newark, New Jersey. But Eastern capitalists were 
dubious about the future of horseless carriages; in 1899, Olds' 
project struck them as a crackpot scheme; they promptly rejected 
it. Deeply discouraged, Olds returned to Michigan, stopping in 
Detroit to confer with his principal stockholder. S. L. Smith was 
an elderly millionaire who had retired from business after making 
successive fortunes from lumber and copper mines. A native of 
the free and easy West, accustomed to large hazards, he did not 
share the prejudice of Eastern capitalists against novelty, or their 
timidity when confronted by audacious daring. He had two sons 
whom he wished to set up in business, and Olds’ project, which 
looked to the future, seemed a fine one for young men. Olds 
readily consented to take them in and Smith put up approximately 
two hundred thousand dollars to launch the Olds Motor Works. 

A factory was built on East Jefferson Avenue in Detroit, the 
fust in the United States to lie designed and laid out for the 
production of motor cars. Olds devised a model to be sold for 
twelve hundred and fifty dollars, which was fitted with such 
unusual improvements as a pneumatic clutch, cushion tires and 
electric push-button starter. But sales were few and slow; the 
car proved to be too complicated for a public accustomed to 
tolerant guidance of a friendly creature; and the company l(»t 
eighty thousand dollars in its fint year. This convinced Olds 
that success could be achieved only with an extremely simple 
and relatively cheap machine-~a car which anyone could drive, 
and any local shop could repair. He therefore designed a light- 
weight, curved-dash runabout, to be priced at six hundred and 
fifty dollars. One sample was produced, and announced as the 
“Oldsmobile,” taking its name from the recently coined French 
word ‘‘automobile," which the French Academy had just legi- 
timized, after earnest debate, by inclusion in its dictionary. But 
before any more Otdsmobiles could be produced, the factory 
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was wrecked by fire. All that remained to the company wat it$ 
single new model car. rescued from the Barnes by a plucky 
employee. 

This disaster proved to be a catalytic agent which not only 
hastened success for the company, but in doing so gave the 
nascent industry its major principles of development. Audacious 
as always, Olds refused to suspend production until hi» plant 
could be rebuilt. Circumstances now fmced him to resort to the 
technique which he had wished to adopt at the outset. He had no 
alternative but to farm out the making of parts for his car, and 
concentrate his workers on the job of final assembly. He had 
already decided to inaugurate volume production widt the new 
car, and obstinately held to this decisitm. Ruin and recklemness 
led him to a group of men whose participation in his plans was to 
exercise a decisive influence on the future of the automobile. 

For some of the parts that he required. Olds turned to two 
brothers, John F. and Horace Dodge, like himself mechanics by 
trade, who had lately opened their own machine shop. It was their 
first introduction to the automotive business; four yean later, the 
experience would persuade them to a speculation the results of 
which were to be felt throughout the world. Meanwhile, Olds 
wanted no less than two thousand motors built to his design, and 
in Detroit there was only one plant competent to undertake so 
unprecedently large an order. By penuading the Lcland and 
Faulconer Manufacturing Company to accept it, Olds drew into 
the industry a man who was to furnish its secrnid generative 
principle. Olds himself had conceived the principle of mats 
production, and understood that its efficient applicaticm depended 
upon the technique of assembly. Henry Martyn Leland made 
this technique possible by applying the principle trf ttandardka* 
tion — the manufacture of parts to such extratndtnary precision 
as to make them absolutely interchangeable. Thus, frtmi their 
accidental collaboration, there was to be bom a product having 
incalculable social effects; an immense. world>giidiing industry; 
and a technology which was to revoluUoniae mod4nm productive 
processes. 

Leland, a native of Danville, Vermont, was nearing his sixtieth 
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year when Olds’ order for motors launched him, unknowingly, 
on a new career. As a youth, he had been apprenticed to one of 
the earliest tool works in Massachusetts. Leaving it as a skilled 
mechanic, he was employed in the Federal arsenal at Springfield 
during the War between the States, and afterwards moved ’on to 
the Colt arms plant. These munitions factories, following the 
doctrine originally laid down by Eli Whitney, inventor of the 
cotton gin, had long assembled their weapons from finely ma- 
chined parts that were approximately interchangeable. Thus 
Leland had been imbued with the ideal of accurate machine work 
at a time when industry still accepted the variations resulting from 
rule-of-thumb methods. During the 1870s and ’Sos, he was asso- 
ciated witlj the foremost manufacturers of machine tools in the 
East, but in i8go he settled in Detroit and with his son, Wilfred, 
embarked on the making of machine tools, marine engines and 
bicycle parts. His plant constantly worked for closer tolerances: 
as a result, certain of its products, because of their remarkable 
precision, commanded premiums as high as three times the cur- 
rent market price. Leland not only had the old-fashioned artisan's 
extreme pride of craft, but an intimate knowledge of the best 
factory methods so far devised by the new industrial era. He was 
already a wealthy man, and the volume of business flowing into 
his plant assured its continued prosperity. But Olds' order for 
two thousand motors challenged his vanity. It pve him the 
opportunity for a spectacular demonstration. He accepted it for 
the purpose of showing his customers and competitors to what 
delicately fine standards of accuracy a gasoline engine could be 
built. 

The motenra which Iceland turned out for Olds soon gave the 
Oldsmobile a unique reputation for reliability, ease of repair, 
and smooth, eflictent performance. Before the year ended, Olds 
sold four hundred and twenty-five can. but in his impatience 
to expand his market, he also sought nation-wide publicity by 
duplicating Winton’s premature exploit. To the second New York 
automobile show, held in the autumn of igot. he sent of! a curved- 
dash runabout driven by one of his young testers, Roy D. Chapin, 
who would later become a power in the industry and one day 
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enter a president’s cabinet as Secretary of Commerce. Chapin 
spent seven and one half days on wretched roads that almost 
shook his small, light car to pieces. He exhausted an ample supply 
of spare parts and had to lay up until more could be sent him. 
Over a part of his journey he was forced to leave the highways 
and take to the towpath of the Erie Canal, contesting the right 
of way with teamsters and their mules. But in the end he drove 
triumphantly down Fifth Avenue to find that his car and his 
exploit were the talk of the town. 

New York was the most populous and wealthiest state in the 
tmion, but in igoi it possessed fewer tha n one thousand horseless 
carriages. Yet the feat of a twenty-one-year-old youth in driving 
from Detroit to the American metropolis so impressed the public 
that Olds was able to appoint an agent who undertook to sell one 
thousand cars in New York City alone. Thus encouraged, he 
pushed on toward larger and larger production; twenty-five 
hundred cars in 1902; four thousand in 1903; five thousand in 

1904. Clearly, the eia of quantity manufacture had dawned. In 

1905, determined to make America motor-minded, the Olds com- 
pany sent two cars off on the first transcontinental trip to be 
attempted by automobiles. They were to make their way from 
Detroit, over mud roads and cattle trails and mountain passes, 
to the Lewis and Clark Exposition in Portland, Oregon, and the 
first to arrive at this destination finished its journey after forty- 
four days. 

The spectacular and adventurous expedition was eagerly fol- 
lowed by newspaper readers throughout the coimtry, and its 
successful conclusion led Gus Edwards, a noted composer of 
popular songs, to write one celebrating the automobile. With most 
of the nation whistling and singing “In My Merry Oldsmobile,” 
its eventual conquest by the new vehicle appeared inevitable. As 
the future was to show, the Olds factory served as a training school 
for more than one hundred men who later rose to leadership in the 
industry. And the meteoric success of Olds’ enterprise — ^which 
spread its orders for material through the machine shops, carriage 
works, and supply firms of the region — ^had the effect of centering 
the industry itself in the city of Detroit. 
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6 A Choice, and a Lesson 

While Ransom Olds, with the backing of a millionaire, was 
organizing the enterprise that would soon catapult him to fame, 
the fortunes of Henry Ford approached a crisis. One after another, 
he had built three crude cars in his little workshop and, driving 
them, became a familiar figure on the streets of Detroit. His 
local notoriety as an “automobileer” drew to him others of that 
peculiar breed. Now, in the Bagley Avenue kitchen, Charles 
King was no longer the sole visitor; more often than not he would 
be joined by Tom Cooper, a former bicycle racer who bad saved 
his money and retired from the track, and Childe Harold Wills, 
a talented young draftsman and engineer who was on the staff of 
a company that manufactured adding machines. Wills liked to 
help Ford with his drawings. Cooper, noting the growing vogue 
for motor races, dreamed of a car that would really develop speed. 

But despite the benediction of Thomas Alva Edison, Ford’s 
leisure time obsession gained no favor with Alexander Dow, 
president of the Detroit Edison Company. Dow was planning 
large extensions of the company’s service; these would increase 
Ford’s duties, and require his undivided attention. One day in 
the summer of 1899, Dow sent for Ford and offered him the 
general superintendency of the company. The promotion carried 
a single condition: if he accepted it. Ford was to give up his hobby. 
He could choose between his job and his automobile. Ford had 
neither personal funds nor immediate prospect of livelihood, but 
for him no choice existed. It was merely a relief to learn that his 
wife agreed with him. The car could not be given up; with it, they 
would have to make or break. 

Ford was little given to reading — indeed, the day was to come 
when his ability to read would be publicly impugned — ^but, had he 
read McClure’s for July, 1899, his decision might have seemed 
amply justified. For in that authoritative and ordinarily accurate 
magazine, Ray Stannard Baker, who was sometimes called the 
greatest reporter in America, was writing of automotive develop 
ments in the United States. Though the motor vehicle, he 
acknowledged, was still in its babyhood, though it had hardly 
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passed the stage of promotion and pronntise, never before had 
Yankee genius created an important business interest in so dhort 
a time. Five years earlier, there had not been thirty self-propelled 
carriages in practical use anywhere in the world. But in the first 
four months of 1899, American companies with the enormtais 
aggregate capital of three hundred and eighty-eight milltcMtis of 
dollars had been organized for the sole purpose of manufacturti^ 
these new vehicles. So Baker reported, adding that at least eighty 
establishments were in prospect, to build two hundred type* 
vehicle, with nearly half as many methods of propulsion. And who 
could say there was no market for them? “A motor ambulanoe is 
in operation in Chicago; motor trucks are at work in several cities; 
a motor gun carriage will be ready for army use in tlie suminer. 
The Santa Fe railroad has ordered a number of horseless coaches 
for an Arizona mountain route.” 

Shortly after he left the employ of the Edison plant, Ford was 
approached by a group of Detroit capitalists who— -perhaps fired 
by the example of sagacious old S. L. Smith-wished to take a 


speculative flyer in the making and selling of cars. They needed 
a car to exploit, and the use of a name known at least locally. 
They invited Ford to join them, offering hint both a stoc:k interest 
Md the position of chief engineer at one hundred dollars a riionih. 
The salary was less than he had been earning at the Edison plant, 
but this was the golden opportunity he had been awaiting for so 
many years. Now he could emerge from tire ranks of despised 
amateur experimenters, and the way was open to unpredictable 
a vancement; designer, manufacturer, industrial leader. He went 
to work for the Detroit Automobile Company, with a budget of 
^ comn^"^^ <iollars for the building of ten cats. Optimistically, 

machinery 

solved the orob^^ ' company claimed, it had 

combustil^ overcoming bad odor by nxuring perfect 


racing car The com*^' developing a high-priced 

g ar. The company had contracted with the Leland plant 
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to build its motors,* all was ready for production to begin. Then 
Ford became dissatisfied with the “mixer,” or carburetor, he had 
designed, and began experimenting to improve it. Meanwhile, 
production was stalled. Ten thousand dollars melted away before 
the first car was assembled. The promoters raised more money. 
Henry Martyn Leland, apostle of precision manufacture, became 
increasingly critical of the company’s chief engineer. Eventually, 
having watched eighty-six thousand dollars vanish without yield- 
ing any appreciable return, the promoters recognized the wisdom 
of making a change. Henry Ford was once again out of a job. 
The problem of perfect combustion had not been solved. To his 
old reputation for stubbornness, he had added only the bad 
odor of failure. 

The promoters of the Detroit Automobile Company, having 
ousted Ford and scrapped his car, lacked a product as well as a 
production manager. Reorganizing as the Cadillac Automobile 
Company, they founded their enterprise on Leland’s reputation. 
That Leland had been sharply critical of Ford’s tinkering methods 
and imperfect motor was not surprising. He had developed what 
was undoubtedly the best automobile engine then in existence — 
and it was not being used. In the course of wdrking on Olds’ 
motor, he had steadily improved its performance and increased its 
horsepower. Finally, by ever closer machining and the intro- 
duction of certain refinements in design, he produced a virtually 
new engine, three times as powerful as Olds’ original motor. But 
when he took it to Olds, he was dismayed by having it rejected. 
Olds wanted no further improvements made in his car; he already 
had all the business he could handle; so radical a change in its 
power plant would necessitate major changes in the body of the 
Oldsmobile. Like Ford, long afterwards. Olds assumed that there 
would be a permanent, increasing demand for a standard, success- 
fully established model. So the new motor which Leland had 
built for the Oldsmobile went, instead, into the projected 
Cadillac. Among many other improvements, this car was the first 
to be equipped with a steering wheel instead of a tiller. The 
public quickly recognized its superior merits, and soon the 
Cadillac began to displace the Oldsmobile in popular favor. 
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In 1906, four years after embarking on the manufacture trf 
automobiles, Leland taught the world a lesson destined to leave 
indelible eflEects on the life of men everywhere. Nettled by the 
obsolescence of men’s thinking and standards and taste, he deter- 
mined to precipitate change. His special grievance was the failure 
of machine-made American cars to win appropriate recognition. 
In Europe, they were dismissed as inferior products. In the United 
States, they lacked the prestige of European cars, still custom-built 
by expert craftsmen. Everywhere, people eontinued to believe that 
quantity production by machine involved the sacrifice of quality. 
Quality could be achieved only by handwork or — ^at best — ^through 
slow, careful fabrication by skilled craftsmen trained in the 
versatile use of labor-saving machinery. Mass-production might 
mean cheapness; but cheapness could only mean inferiority. 
Quantity and quality were irreconcilable. 

Leland hit upon a dramatic method of proving the validity 
of his principles. To demonstrate the new methods they made 
possible, he shipped three Cadillac cars to England. Upon arrival 
at the dockside, these cars were taken over by officials of the Royal 
Automobile Club. Under their supervision, the cars were tom 
down, and all their parts thoroughly scrambled. The resulting 
mass of junk was dumped into an open shed at the Brooklands 
race track. There, Cadillac mechanics rapidly sorted out the com- 
ponent parts. Then, using only wrenches, hammers, screwdrivers 
and pliers, they assembled the parts into three cars. These they 
turned over to the Club’s officials, who promptly drove them for 
five hundred miles on the track. All three cars finished their 
runs with perfect scores. 

As Leland foresaw, this demonstration, widely reported on 
both sides of the Atlantic, made a profound impression. To the 
American automobile industry, barely ten years old, it revealed 
the perspective of the future — the volume manufacture of stand- 
ardized, dependable cars having interchangeable parts, at a cost 
cheap enough to make them available to millions of buyers. But 
the implications of Leland’s exploit were destined to reach far 
beyond the automobile, into nearly every branch of industrial 
activity. On that English race track, as in an apocalyptic vision. 
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there was foreshadowed the coming of the new messiah — ^the 
infinitely duplicated factory designed for mass production, where 
workers who needed no special skills would, almost automatically, 
respond to the dictates of machines, attaining a speed and volume 
of output never before envisaged, yet achieving an accuracy 
calculable to within one millionth of an inch. 
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New York’s tolerance, and the prospect of being mobbed on 
Fifth Avenue was one which she preferred not to face. On Bellevue 
Avenue, the display of her costly, flatulent plaything was unlikely 
to provoke violence. The natives, long since subdued, might 
gape, but they would scarcely dare to protest. And the envy 
of her neighbors—why else, if not to arouse it, had she purchased 
the ctmtraption? — ^would issue <mly in emulation. So in the end 
ihe would have the sardonic satisfaction of pointing out to them 
that, cmce again, they had followed her expensively but without 
profit. For the mechanical mcaister would carry nobody any 
further than they could already go behind their horses. Whatever 
their vehicle, the transit of the elect could proceed only from 
Bellevue Avenue to the termination of the Ocean Drive. Else- 
where, not even Mrs. Belmont could undertake the roads. 

But to move more uncomfortably than ever in the same fixed 
orbit was a novelty. And, by aristocratic parthenogenesis, Mrs. 
Belmont's firstling socm incubated a numerous, noisy progeny. 
As a practical means of locomotion, the motor car was little more 
eflicient than a sedan-chair. It was, however, more extravagant to 
mainuin, more elaborately useless, and almost as outlandish, Since 
this was the case, Mrs. Belmont and that dour social critic Thor- 
stein Vcblen might have made the same predictitm: among die 
elect, the motor car was destined to become a "craze." The twenty- 
six different equtfxiges in die stables of Mrs. John R. Orexel were 
abruptly made obsolete. The {lolo |x)nies and hunters in diose 
of Harry Payne Whitney were temporarily sujierscded in their 
master's affections. And the young Vanderbilts — Alfred and 
William K„ junior — seduced from the tooling of four-in-hands 
by multiple mechanical horsepower, courted more attractively 
injurious mishaps, at higher speeds, on the old familiar courses. 

Wtdiin two yean, the afternoon carriage parade had been 
transformed into a procession of motor can. The Newport corre- 
spondent of the New York Times reported that the automobile 
fad was growing daily; nothing that was ever introduced in the 
nadonal social citadel had so quickly caught "the popular fancy" 
as the boneless carriage; the company owning and servicing 
these vehicles had been "cmnpelled to keep its place open day 
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and night”— for, incredibly, there had been a numl^r of noctunal 
races around the Ocean Drive by cottagers in their autoiwotnJeSi 
In short, the Times reported breathlessly, at Newport, if nowti^ 
else in America, the demand for these "smokel^ vehicles" itUl 
exceeded the available supply. In the circumstances, it was not 
enough merely to take the air behind an imported and liveried 
mechanic in a fastidiously appointed imported car. A need had 
arisen for some equally public, yet more exquisitely competitive, 
amenity. The problem merited attentive consideration. It received 
this from imaginations never before successfully challenged-— had 
they not triumphed over ennui with white balls, dinner partkt 
for monkeys, and picnics on the sands served by footmen from gold 
plate? Providence, as usual, sent a suitable inspiration. 

In September of 1899, to celebrate the end of a brilliant 
season, there was held a parade of florally decorated automobiles. 
In colorful and perfumed splendor, they moved at a dignified |Kicc 
to Mrs. Belmont’s estate. There, the chatelaine surprised their 
drivers with an “obstacle park.” This proved to be a labyrinthine 
course, fiendishly spattered with counterfeit hazards of the road! 
dummy figures apparelled as policemen and pedestrians, equipages 
with wooden horses. Serenely, the drivers would have to manipu- 
late their vehicles through the maze without brushing .ngiiinst, or 
toppling over, these incentives to profanity. It was recorded that 
Colonel John Jacob Astor steered his car — z. bower of green and 
white clematis — “with the same cool-headed dash that distin- 
guished him while serving under fire at Santiago." and that his 
brilliant example was emulated by Reginald Ronalds, who had 
been one of Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, and was "now 
ritog to new glories.” But Harry Lehr, who had not undergone 
military discipline in the recent war, while weaving about the 
course prankishly bowled over every mental hazard as he reached 
It. After concluding this trial of nerve and skill, the contestants 
^ove their mobile floral bowers to a point outside of Newport, 
0 owed by their mechanics in an “automobile ambulance" 
equipped with tools and spare parts. Having dined, they turned 
omewar at midnight, when “every vehicle was brilliantly 
I ummated with countless little glow-lights interspersed ammig 
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the floral wreaths,” so that the cavalcade resembled “a veritable 
pageant of fairy chariots.” 

The nation learned with amazement of this fantasy, which 
implied that the new terror could be tamed, and might eventually 
prove to be predictably tractable. It was no wonder that E. P. 
Ingersoll, in his Horseless Age, expressed gratitude for the 
“gracious patronage” of “our American aristocracy.” One year 
later, in the first autumn of the new century, a new and rival 
publication. Automobile Topics, revealed that the motor car 
had been even more extensively taken up by the world of fasbi nn , 
and during the summer had played a most important role in 
the life of Newport and Lenox. Indeed, this oracle announced, 
“women like Mrs. Stuyvesant Fish, Mrs. Herman Oelrichs, Mrs. 
William K. Vanderbilt, Jr., and others who are noted for their 
daring in taking up sports which have the merit of unconven- 
tionality, will not be satisfied until they have driven their motor 
carriages through the city streets.” Things had come to a pretty 
pass, if women were to be permitted to endanger the lives of 
innocent citizens! And presently the alarm of men at this pros- 
pective exorbitance touched off a spirited controversy in the 
public press. Were women capable of becoming “good chauf- 
feuses?” Or were they not? 

For the moment, alarm was premature. The eminent votaries 
of unconventional sports exercised a commendable restraint. Mrs. 
Stuyvesant Fish did not apply her cruel wit to the slaughter of 
anonymous New York pedestrians. It is true that her relative, Mrs. 
Hamilton Fish, bought one of the elegmt, easily operated electrics 
designed especially for the use of ladies on city streets, and that 
she chose to master it in the vicinity of her New York residence. 
The discouraging result of this experiment was long afterwards 
related by a friend, Edward R. Hewitt, who at the time was 
addicted to a flame-spouting steamer. Starting her electric in the 
general direction of Third Avenue, Mrs. Fish had the misfortune 
to encounter a member of the proletariat bent upon crossing the 
street. Women were said, by competent authorities, to be all 
nerves and impulsiveness, and so not to be trusted with any 
machine. But Mrs. Fish, moving toward a wayward male, displayed 
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firm purpose and extreme concentration. She knocked him down 
and ran over him once going forward. Then, backing her car, she 
ran over him again in reverse. Moving forward once more, she 
ran over him a third time. Having presently managed to bring her 
vehicle to a stop, she dismoimted with dignity and returned home 
on foot, abandoning the juggernaut where it stood, and forever. 
Her victim, meanwhile, had considerately picked himself up and 
vanished. For both, presumably, the experience was a foretaste of 
the quality of a new era. 

When, that same autumn, W, K. Vanderbilt, Jr., decided to 
drive his Daimler from Newport to New York, his adventurous 
spouse made the journey by train and awaited him — with what 
was considered noteworthy composure — at the Waldorf Astoria 
Hotel. To most other Americans, if not to her, Vanderbilt’s project 
seemed quite as hazardous as an expedition to the North Pole. So 
his safe arrival was promptly announced by Automobile Topics, 
which remarked on his “novel appearance,” specifying that “he 
was attired in leather jacket, large goggles over his eyes, and a 
patent leather cap.” Like more seasoned explorers, he had not 
dispensed with the services of experts, but was accompanied by 
his French chauffeur and a footman. To an inquiring world. 
Automobile T opics reported that, during his trip, “Mr. Vanderbilt 
took no account of miles and hours, for he was delayed by rain and 
going much out of his way by not knowing the roads. He thinks 
his fastest time was at the rate of about forty miles an hour.” 

Touring, as Vanderbilt learned on that occasion, was not a 
sport but a hardship. Racing, however, was sport. A gentleman 
might fittingly encourage it, and possibly even practice it. Within 
a very few years, the Vanderbilt Cup Race, annually nm on a 
one-hundred-mile track, was to become the premier sporting 
event of the season. It would lure nearly half a million New 
Yorkers from their beds, to set out at midnight for the chilly 
darkness of rural Long Island. There, at svmrise, they could watch 
goggle-armored men take their lives in their hands, driving like 
demons for three hundred miles at a mile a minute. All over the 
country, the race aroused frantic excitement for, as the journalist 
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Walter Prichard Eaton asserted, in gratifying the lust for speed 
it became the prize shock-producer of history. 

Meanwhile, the problem of the newly organized Automobile 
Club of America was not to produce shocks, but to allay them. 
Clearly, the populace must l)C won to tolerance of this new luxury, 
so far beyond their reach, before gentlemen could safely enjoy it. 
For, unlike other satisfactions available only to the wealthy, it was 
inexorably public; and, although this made for added pleasure, the 
perverse temper of the people gave it an element of disadvantage. 
This condition was anxiously pondered by George F. Chamber- 
lain, and at the first meeting of the Club, in the autumn of i8gg, 
he proposed the holding of an exhibition in New York City 
specifically devoted to automobiles. Persuaded by his arguments, 
the memters deputed Albert C. Bostwick to make the necessary 
arrangements — only to be dismayed, somewhat later, by his temer- 
ity in securing Madison Stjuare Garden for the purpose. 

But Bostwick was not being as incautious as this arrangement 
suggested. Evidence of the hostility of the common people was 
rapidly accumulating. In one California community they had 
succeeded in |>assing an ordinance requiring motorists to stop dead 
within three hundred feet of every approactiing horec. In Ver- 
mont, they had won a law compelling every motorist to be 
preceded, at a distance of one-eighth of a mite, by a fierson of 
mature age carrying a red flag. Cities tliroughout the country 
were officiously regulating the sfieed at which motorists were 
entitled to travel: the permissible limit was usually about eight 
mites. Worse itiil, motorists were being forbidden the use of 
city parkway»>~and where else could a gentleman be expected to 
take his daily spin? Indeed, this situation was producing dangerous 
symptoms of revolution, for once among the aristocracy. To win 
freedom of movement for their fatthetically frustrated clan, two 
self-sacrificing members of the world of fashion — Dave Hennen 
Morris and Augustus Post — had scfiarately defied the law, braved 
the wrath of mobs, and cheerfully offered themselves as martyrs 
to arrest by taking their vehicles into Central Park in New York 
City. If this example was followed, the entire Four Ifundred 
might SOCHI be found in the Tombs; to Bostwick, the prcsfiect 
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was intolerable. Nor could he approve the palliative of pojwlar 
fury suggested by one Uriah Smith of Battle Creek, Michigao. 
This inventive soul, destined to be unjustly forgotten, had tte- 
signed a horsey horseless carriage, approximately certain to eliini* 
nate equine hysteria: its dashboard presented, to any nervow 
approaching nag, the head and shoulders of a hoiw — whether 
stuffed or merely sculptured history does not record. 

In determining to hold the first American automobile *tiow 
in Madison Square Garden, the arena used by Bamum and 
Bailey and Buffalo Bill, Mr. Bostwick did not intend to apply 
the old imperial principle of offering circuses to the nit^. Hit 
purpose was to demonstrate the more remarkable achievement* 
of which the new vehicle was capable when guided by practiced 
hands. He had laid out in the Garden a circular track one eighth 
of a mile long and twenty feet wide. On it, contests were held 
for skilled automobileers, who competed in starting, stopping, 
turning, and driving between obstacles. To the crowds that 
thronged the Garden early in November, 1900, these displays oi 
facility— so reminiscent of, yet so different from, the familiar 
exhibition of horsemanship— proved fascinating. Their import 
could not be dodged: granted sufficient discipline on the jjart o£ 
its driver, the new mechanical menace would resjxjnd witlt coin* 
forting docility. Less antagonistic than before, the crowd examined 
the booths of the show’s fifty-one exhibitors. These offercti a wide 
choice in forms of locomotion. There were no less than nineteen 
makes of gasoline vehicles, seven of steamers, six of electrics, and 
two of an odd hybrid class which combined the resources of 
gasoline and electricity. 

2 Henry James Spends a Night Out 

Yet a selection among these alternatives offered no promise ol 
finality, as was soon realized by Mrs. Edith Wharton. She had 
already shown a degree of daring in publicly cultivating the an of 
fiction, and the trait was presently to reappear in her passion for 
emancipated circulation. She had lately deserted New|x>ri for a 
imw villa in Lenox, and there — ^among the earliest of her circle— 
she determined to set up a motor, as they said. A single motor 



Four people; 57 miles; 1* 
gallons of gasoline. 

■fliat was the record ((n'.m Chicaj^o 
to Cellar Lake, I ml. October I8th-~the 
rain cominjj down in sheets i. And the 
l\MO kanabout was the car that 
made it. ♦'"i miles. 4 passengers; 
per p.'i'^scMi^cr. The KHO Runabi ut 
also mad;- this recced ami won the 
tit St p; i/c gold medal in 
tl'ic lame-.is six day New 
\'<v k liconomy Test. 

\'o otiicr car cccild 
have made either of 
■C the>;e records. 


2-Poss«nger KunaMHit. 5650 ; 
4>P«s&encer Runabout.. 5675 i 


Tlie Oldsnrobile 

Notiung to watch hot tht road 
U sed yesterJay-y i n use /o* 
and ready for tumumw, 
T'he c<5nstruction is simple 
and practical, the working 
parts arc easily understood 
and readily accessible. 

Power is transmitted to 
the rear axle by a roller 
chain of 4C00 pounds work- * 
ing strength, running direct 
from tho motor shaft. Op- 
erated by a single lever from 
the seat and responds 
•instantly to the 
will of the 



Bat 


' 'rhis handsome and practical 
machine has demonstraurd through 
every day use by 7,octo drivers its un- 
doubted right to the title ’The Best 
"thin^ on H'hceis.*' 

Records 

The highest awards for a perfect score 
in the I .ong Island and Chicago 
Endurance Runs and the New 

t York-Boston Reliability Run. 

Kitteen cups for first places 
in speed races. 

The Ohkriuaiili; Is mrt a racing 
nuuhiue, tan ih** «i>wl r..co«ts 
show it can go iilxaii as fast as 
* f the average nwHj t ares to travel. 

• "il Price $650* 

Write for illustrated Book to 
* f K’jwtnwot M. 

(Mds Motor Works 

7 * Tu/' Detroit. Mich. 








The Automobile Begins to Come into Its Own 







1 

1 . .j 


t 1 

1 



r 

‘ .1 , 
Jl 


! ■n 

* 

a. : 

1 : 



Dtntairs anti D«vn-Wti 0 on« [277] 

soon resulted in a series of them, for it was difficult to find one 
which did not rapidly develop some organic defect, and selling, 
buying and exchanging had to be carried on continuously, though 
without appreciable improvement. 

Though roads and motors were equally unknown quantities, 
though the project of a ten-mile run caused as much apprehension 
as might a journey across Africa, enthusiasts like Mrs. Wharton 
were not to be deterred, and armed with one of the new guide 
books that contained carefully drawn gradient maps like fever 
charts, they spurred their dubious mechanics on to greater and 
greater feats of distance. Like many another early enthusiast, 
Mrs. Wharton was a country-lover. Her range of exploration had 
previously been limited, her imagination tantalized by the mystery 
beyond the next blue hills. She found an inexhaustible delight in 
penetrating to the remoter parts of Massachusetts and New 
Hampshire, discovering derelict villages with Georgian churches 
and balustraded house-fronts, and investigating slumbrous moun- 
tain valleys. From such expeditions she and her guests would 
return, weary, but laden with a new harvest of beauty, having 
seen hamlets whose sad inhabitants still lived in conditions not 
greatly changed from those endured by their ancestors who had 
fought off the Indians. (Site would later write of these folk in her 
tales, Kihun Frome and Summer, literary fruits of the motor car.) 
But before these journeys were concluded, Mrs. Wharton's forti- 
tude was taxed by their invariable concomitant penalties: sticking 
fast in ruts, having to push the car up hills, to rout out the village 
blacksmith for repairs, to suffer the jeers of horae-drawn travelers 
gaily trotting past. One of her house guests. Walter Berry — he 
was her literary mentor, and lifelong love — wrote to the poet 
George Calmt Lodge about this novel mixture of pleasure and 
pain. "Great fun here, we motor every day, and yesterday we did 
sixty-five miles." Mr. Berry quite correctly underscored the mile- 
age; it was a record. 

Sometimes, the expeditions did not turn out so pleasantly. Mrs. 
Wharton always remembered one occasion when, returning home- 
ward late, her car broke down on a Itmely stretch of road; she 
and her husband and Henry James were forced to dismount, and 
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sit all night by the roadside while the chauffeur grimly went m 
tinkering. Henry James was visiting the United States for the 
first time in many years, and looked forward happily to exotic 
experiences, though he probably did not anticipate making so 
informal a contact with his native soil as Uiat evening provided. 
But Mrs. Wharton had adroitly involved him in her new enthu> 
siasm, and his responses to it anticipated several subsequent 
developments on the national scale. Thus, he set the pattern f«r 
the later universal pastime of “going for a drive.” During hit 
visit to Lenox, the weather turned extremely htx. Jamei detested 
heat, and suffered from it; incessant motOTing proved to be the 
sole panacea for his misery. He pleaded for it, asking to be kept in 
constant motion. He consented to stop on the road only for liquid 
refreshment; tea on a high hillside, or a cooling drink— if pro- 
curable — ^at some village drugstore. Once, he demanded "some- 
thing less innocent than Apollinaris," and was enchanted by being 
served an orange phosphate; though not precisely what he had in 
mind, he thought it showed a touch of imaginative sophistication. 
All unwittingly, Henry James was initiating the demand that, long 
afterwards, would create a new service-industry and dot the Amer- 
ican continent with "drive-ins.” 

The subject of liquid refreshment preoccupied him; this was 
not only an effect of the heat. For advertisers were already follow- 
ing the adventurous motorist, and billboards extolling a bottled 
beverage had begun to deface the thin, empty, lonely iieauty ot 
the American landscape. One day, catching sight of a fine solitary 
peak with a vast wooden hotel near its summit, he asked his 
hostess to identify it. The peak, Mrs. Wharton told him, was called 
Mount Tom; the barrack-like building which crowned it was, she 
said in whimsical allusion to Europe, a famous Carthusian monas- 
tery. “Yes, where the monks make Moxie," her eminent guest 
retorted, ironically fulfilling the speculative hopes mi which all 
billboards rested, Henry James’ impressions of the new America 
were not of a kind to gratify the majority of his fellow-citisens, but 
he foresaw more clearly than they what the automobile was 
destined to mean in their lives. Forgetful of its treachery in 
trapping him into a night-long vigil by the roadside, he acknuwi- 
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edged himself converted — by the potent way in which It dealt 
with so large a country — "to the sense of all the thing may do for 
one and one may get from it." If he were rich, he confessed to his 
brother William, he wouldn’t hesitate to take up with it. For the 
automobile, he affirmed emphatically, was "a great transformer of 
life and of the future.” 

3 A Spur to Soekilitin 

This pn^iction seemed, in the year 1905, most unlikely to be 
fulfill^. For, in the main, the automobile continued to be an 
ostentatious symbol of wealth. What the plain people learned 
about it only intensified dteir smoldering resentment against the 
idle and predatory rich. The journalism of exposure was getting 
into its stride. Within the next few years, the crusading articles 
of the muckrakers would stimulate the people's yearning for social 
justice, and their determination to obtain it through political 
action. The automobile offered an obvious and inviting target for 
attack. It was one of the more conspicuous expressions of arrogant 
privilege; it exacted menial services from the less prosperous 
classes; and many of its immediate effects seemed flagrantly 
detrimental to social welfare. Indeed, as Woodrow Wilson re- 
ported from his observation post at Princeton Univenity, nothing 
had spread socialistic feeling more widely in the United States 
than the automobile. 

This verdict was supported by considerable evidence. News- 
paper and magazines described the extravagant fittings of custom- 
built imported cars; silver-framed mirrors, jeweled or enameled 
clocks, crystal vases for orchids, filigree bottles for perfume, card- 
cases in tooled leather or precious metals. In Detroit, a wealthy 
young bachelor outfitted his motor to suit the whims of die most 
exigent female companion; it was equipped with receptacles for 
creams and powders, atomizers, an electric hair-curler and a 
manicuring set. In New York, a prominent member of the Auto- 
mobile Club of America had the lamps of his Panhard gold-plated, 
and each of them bore the club emblem in solid gold, set with 
rubies. Ladies of fashion could indulge in lap robes made of 
costly furs, sealskin for daytime use, and ermine for the evening. 
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When motoring out of town, ladies and gwUemen wore "dustew” 
and goggles, but the perpetrators of feminine high fashion soaa 
developed appropriately costly models: long, graceful motor coats 
in charming shades of “Gloria silk,” with short capes and not-too- 
flowing sleeves; and, although the choice of motor chapeaux was 
acknowledged to be rather bewildering, they all cascaded with 
veils of chiffon or delicate lace which, tied tightly under the chin, 
were intended to “frame a pretty face enchantingly,*' and some- 
times did. 

By the privileged class it was assumed that the plain people of 
the country could, in time, be trained to minister to die wants of 
the new vehicle. A group of residents of New York's huhicmable 
Westchester County, seeking to assure themselves of adequate 
rescue with a minimum of embarrassment, formed a club to build 
a chain of gasoline and repair stations, for tlicir exclusive use, 
along the road to the city. For obvious reasons, their example was 
not widely imitated, but in the country’s larger cities a new 
institution came into being. The “automobile depot" was the 
prototype of the later public garage, and was far more pretentious 
than the old-fashioned livery stable. One, in New York City, 
combined “a storage and repair department with a general trading 
depot where machines may be placed on exhibition and sales 
effected for either individual or manufacturer's account." This 
establishment stored, maintained and fueled gasoline cars at from 
twenty-five to forty dollars a month, depending upon their type. 
It charged, and cared for, electric vehicles at rates ranging from 
thirty to forty-five dollars. It was also hospitable, at varying fees, 
to steam cars, quadricycles and tricycles. For an additional pay- 
ment of five dollars a month, patrons could have their vehicles 
delivered to their doors. 

Schools were likewise set up for the training of mechania or 
drivers — the term “chauffeur" did not, as yet, invariably connme 
the successor of a coachman, It was early realized that this new 
branch of domestic service required an arresting combination of 
aptitudes. The ideal was a man who joined, to a profemicmal skit! 
as mysterious as that of a French chef, the decorum and tact which 
might be expected of a confidential secretary. Recognizing this, 
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perhaps with a degree of skepticism, the Detroit Saturday Night 
sugsfcsted that the most satisfactory drivers could probably be 
recruited from the ranks of former coachmen; these disciplined 
members of the “servant class" could be relied on to understand 
“exactly what is expected of them by their masters.” However, 
certain progressive members of the master class dissented from this 
verdict. In their view, a new field of opportunity was opening 
for youthful members of the lower orders who had a liking for 
mechanics. As a result, the New York City Y.M.C.A., co-operating 
with the Automobile Club of America, opened a school where 
young men were taught the arts of driving, grooming and repair- 
ing motor cars. Every applicant who hoped eventually to obtain 
a position, the president of the Club sternly asserted, “knows that 
to succeed he must not only be intelligent, honest and sober, but 
also a comfxftcnt mechanic, with the instincts of a gentleman." To 
the old American formula for success in life, the twentieth century 
had added one novel ingredient. No Morgan or Vanderbilt or 
Rockefeller had ever found it necessary to have the instincts of a 
gentleman in order to get ahead in the world. 

The exercise of these instincts, however, was seldom observed 
by the non-motoring public. Shortly after the turn of the century, 
fleets of electric hansoms and broughams were put into service 
as public cabs in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago and 
Washington. Hiram Percy Maxim, the designer of these cars, 
alleged that the worst thugs to be found in New York were 
selected to operate those plying its streets. A certain want of 
refinement in the drivew of public conveyances might have been 
endured, but the conduct of motor enthusiasts precipitated wide- 
spread anger. Noting this, in 1904, The Churchman reminded its 
readers that, “In the Paris of 1789 the coaches of the wealthy, 
arrogantly driven through crowded streets, were at last halted, 
overturned and the horses cut from them.” In free and democratic 
America, this temperate publication surmised, the wealthy would 
not be able “to buy with money immunity to offend the social 
conscience and endanger the public safety." An equally high- 
minded magazine, The Outlook, reflected bitterly that in the 
United States, which called itself a democracy, pedestrians now 
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existed merely on suflFerance; they could enjoy a reaBonable 
expectation of life only so long as they did not obtrude them^lves 
on the public highway. Outraged by the homicidal proclivities 
the wealthy, the New York Tribune predicted that science might 
presently diagnose motor murder as “a specific form of human 
perversion and depravity.” And the New York W'orfd, espousing 
the cause of the common man, denounced the new mobility of 
the rich. “The automobile,” it thundered, “has devel(^>ed into an 
expensive luxury for the man who docs not need one. it was well 
named the ‘devil wagon.’ ” 

Yet, already, there were indications that the devil wagon 
had begun making its way into segments of the American com- 
munity whose reputability might elevate it from general oppro- 
brium, Many physicians had testified that— quite af»rt from its 
incidentally lethal misapplications — it ctmstituted an alarming 
menace to the nation’s health. But younger and more progressive 
members of the profession, recognizing its practical advantages, 
hopefully adopted it. In the cities most of them, at the outset, made 
their rounds in sleek electrics, easy to drive and able to make 
twelve miles an hour. For country doctors, the electric was not 
practicable; they took to gasoline cars during the summer months, 
but maintained a horse and buggy to tide them over the frequent 
periods of breakdown and for use in winter. By 1906, the Journal 
of the American Medical Association was publishing, for tlie bene- 
fit of all its members, the reports of those who had pul the 
automobile to work in their practice. Here and there rural cletgy- 
men who served several parishes boldly added the devil wagon 
to the Lord’s stable. At first they incurred extreme disapproval; 
in time, the prestige of their example softened the prejudice of 
their flocks. These courageous souls mi^^t have been comforted 
had they foreseen that less than two decades launr, in 1984. Warren 
H. Wilson, a member of the Board of National Missiems of the 
Presbyterian Church, would casually report that “the rural minis- 
ter who has not a motor is a rare man." The social authority of 
the medical profession and the clergy was great, but that of the 
American woman was even greater. And it was she who, perhaps, 
did most to overcome hostility to the new vehicle— by quietly 
domesticating it. 
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4 Th9 Girl and tha Car 

During the first years of the century, women of the prosperous 
classes, in cities throughout the land, learned to handle the simple, 
elegant electric carriages designed for urban use and specifically 
adapted to tlicir mechanical helplessness. But, although safe, noise- 
less, immaculately clean and docile, these vehicles did not permit a 
range of movement comparable to that of the discarded bicycle. 
Their use was restricted to sedate occasions; to taking the air in 
pleasant weather, going shopping, paying calls. Restless youth 
soon came to regard them as the perfect vehicle for their decorous 
elders. The meat imaginative dreamed of challenging botlt disaster 
and social disapproval with the swifter, more complex gasoline 
car. But to translate this dream into action required more than the 
courage to defy convention. It implied a willingness to lay aside 
vanity, wear rough clothes that no lady would consent to be seen 
in, mess almut with dirty machinery. It necessitated physical 
strength, not yet a fashionable attribute for women. Above all, it 
exacted the acquisition of skills never before cultivated by women, 
and the ability — universally denied them — to master a subject 
considered intelligible cmly to men. 

One of tlte earliest innovators was, quite appropriately, a 
career woman. Hilda Ward, a painter by profession, bought her 
first gasoline car in 1906; and. as the dubiously unique exponent 
of a new female avocation, site publislted, two years later. The Girl 
and the Motor, a book recounting her experiences for the benefit 
of possible imitators. Her most trusted male adviser, she recorded 
in gentle understatement, ’’seemed to think that, within limits, 
I might be equal to the job of driving a car, but was not over 
enthusiastic when 1 told him I wished to undertake all the care 
of it as well." Very shortly. Miss Ward understood this hick of 
enthusiasm. She had been informed that, if she looked her car 
over and made sure tliat it was in good shape before swrting out, 
she would theoretically have no trouble on the road. But she 
rapidly became convinced that there was more difference between 
theory and practice in motoring than in any other pursuit. 
Mechanical troubles do^ed her wherever she went. Tire blow- 
outs were so frequent that she ceased even to jump at the noise, 
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but instinctively looked for a nice place to puH up at the ^de of 
the road. Her profession gave her one notable advantage: "lOBie 
of my old canvases made lovely patches for the inside of biotim-ow 
tubes.” But, after two years, her enthusiasm was undiminbbed. 
“To this day, as I cruise around the country*" she told her 
feminine readers, "I come upon certain landmarks and say to 
myself: ‘This is where I got my first puncture. That hfHisc was 
where I borrowed water to fill up my radiator when it Isad leaked 
out. Along this lovely dusty stretch of road I walked ho search 
of gasoline.’ ” 

Thirty years later, another American woman also wrcHc a 
book about the automobile. To realize the changes since Mw 
Ward’s day, one needed only to read its title. For in calling Iwr 
book The Car Belongs to Mother, Mrs. Priscilla Hovey Wright 
was pointing to a complex of social facts so universal that evtrryane 
took it for granted, and an era of such swift industrial advance 
that nearly everyone had forgotten its ginesis. Uniike Miss Ward. 
Mrs. Wright offered no guidance in mechanical crises: none was 
needed. Her subject was, so to speak, the etiquette of service. She 
dealt “with the problems of the matron — and her name is legion— 
who, with one family car at her disposal, transports her husband to 
and from trains, her children to school, herself to market, club- 
members to their homes on unaccepted streets and relatives on 
their various whims and vagaries.” By 1939, the automobile had 
become an article of utility, no more remarkable than any other. 
But scientists, economists and historians were still impressed by the 
tremendous changes it had brought about in the American social 
order, and President Herbert Hoover's Committee on Social 
Trends had not exaggerated its significance. "It is probable," this 
committee reported, “that no invention of such far-reaching im- 
portance was ever diffused with such rapidity, or so quickly exertnl 
influences that ramified through the national culture, iransfortiiing 
even habits of thought and language." 



CHAPTER IV 


The Better Mouse Trap, 

the Ogre, and the Baby Giant 


1 ixploi^oiit in m Bar 

To those with a stake in the future of the automobile, the Hotel 
Ponchartrain in Detroit seemed like the very center of the uni- 
verse. There, alt during a breathless decade, you might have 
watched history in the making, or heard about it. For in its stately, 
spacious barrofim there congreiptted, every evening, the men whose 
hopes were tuned to the sputter of engines, were timed to the 
revolutions of wheels: inventors and engineers, promoter, racers, 
builders of cars, makers of parts, desipters, owners of machine 
shops. At the long bar, Peter Drexelius presided. In later years, he 
was to bfxome one of the leading lawyers of Detroit; and the 
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future held equally unpredkiable chanitt^* «* fortune fc«r mmf 
whom he served ac rt»s the liar. I hey tould come there— -moi wi(s 
afterwards were to be millitmaires. builders of fialaces in fashiafr. 
able Grease Poinic— from their dingy Ixtarding houses and dni 
side-street hmcis, and at the tost of a very few tents soon be m 
terms of familiarity and friendsliip with wher men intent on ^ 
same ultimate objective and proceeding, however blindly, toward 
the same goal. 

Thus it came alxmi that the Poncharirain liar was the {daoe 
to which every kind of inventiim. device and ccmirapdon mi 
brought, to be shown and denumst rated to an eager audkaoe. 
Thirty years later. Peter Dresceliui rememliered that it was | 
common thing to sec four or hve men, carrying a heavy piece 
of machinery, enter the liar, dcjiosit their htirden cm the floor 
or a table, and set it in motion. Many a drvi« r that was to revolo. 
tionize automotive construe lion had iu hrsi public drowing umkr 
Drexetius' tolerant eye. ’I ire vulcanirrrs, rims, valves were «■ 
hibited: so were innumerable meibiKls of mounting and dismount* 
ing tires, brakes, steering gears, carburetors, magiieuit were clcwdy 
examined, and their merits vigorously disputed. t)rexelius recalkd 
an evening when Allieit Champion— rccrnily arrived from Prance 
— came to the Ponchanrain with an rlaliorair clecirlral m and 
enthusiastically put his sfiafk plug ihrougb its (lacrs. And when 
the uigent need for a self starter was generally recognized, die 
Ponchartrain liar tmik on the took of a disorderly, diabolical 
laboratory: electrical starters would spit ifiarks. air starters emitted 
shrill whistling noises: mectunkal starters would sometimes go cl 
with a bang. Showering the crowd will* s{irings and gears. And 
always the ulk nun high— to the frank and free interchange of 
ideas diat ohuiincd. the rapid development of the automdiile, 
during the moat eventful decade of iu history, was largely due. 
Sennetimes. when Drexetius called the closing hour, and argument 
was still going oo. the dispuianu would adjourn to fthn's Nighf' 
Owl lunch wagon in Cadillac Square— an iristiiuiion so clowly 
associated with automotive history that Henry Ponl was to preserve 
it piously, along with 'rhotnas Alva Pdison's lalioraiory, and 
Charles Proteus Stetnineu‘s river-cabin, in Creenfreld Village. 
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The ultimate glory that was to overtake John’s humble wagon 
might have seemed little less plausible — to the frequenters of the 
Ponchartrain bar — than what the future would hold for its pre- 
server. After his ignominious release from the Detroit Automobile 
Company, Henry Ford made a bold attempt to rehabilitate his 
reputation. With Wills’ and Cooper’s assistance, he built a small, 
light racing car that developed twenty-sfac horsepower. In the 
autumn of 1901, Daniel Campau, owner of the Blue Ribbon 
Race Track in Grosse Pointe, arranged a champicmship sweep- 
stake for machine of any weight, over a ten-mile course at his 
track. The great Alexander Winton, most daring and successful 
of American racers, was the announced attraction, and so certain 
did it seem that he would win the contest, as usual, that the 
prize — a "beautiful punch-bowl set’’--had been selected for its 
appropriateness to display in the bay window of his dining room. 
On the night before the race, Henry Ford, in leather coat and 
leather cap, with a pair of gt^les shoved above the visor, posted 
his entry fee for the event 

According to the Detroit Free Press, the city’s social elite 
sanctioned automobile racing by turning out en masse to see the 
sweepstakes. Winton’s smart, sleek racer, developed from rich 
experience, was capable of forty horsepower, and during the fint 
seven miles it led Ford’s by nearly half a mile. Ford’s mechanic, 
Edward S. ("Spider") Huff, hung far out in his effort to ballast 
the car, but it swung wide at every turn. As one reporter noted, 
that Ford was an amateur "was plamly shown by the way he took 
the curves. At the turns he was compelled to shut off the power 
entirely, and two-fifths of the time his machine wiu simply coast- 
ing." Suddenly, a great cloud of smoke burst from the rear oi 
WInton's big car, and his mechanic leaned over the sputtering 
motor, frantically pouring oil on red-hot bearings. Then, as the 
reporter chronicled, "Ford swept by them as though they were 
standing still. Down the stretch he came like a demon, and the 
crowd yelled itself hoawe. In the next three miles Ftard increased 
hit lead to fully three-quarters of a mile and won amid great 
cheering.” He had driven the ten-mile course in thirteen minutes, 
twenty-three and two-fifths seconds. Bradr, as alwa)^, and i^oring 
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the pan played in hii viaory by Winton'i atxident. he lenwtli^ 
"Put Winton in my car and it will beat anything in the camtf,** 
But, with hia victory, "Henry Ford br*Ac into the front nmki^ 
American chauffeurt." ; 

Now track champion of the United States. Ford's |»rest%e as i 
"speed demtm" was helpfully tnSated by the Hmukn Agsi tm 
issue chronicled his achievement of a speed of seventy milei m 
hour over a half-mile course: another made much oi a chaUeqp 
by "the Detroit chauffeur" to race "any foreign mechanic” ff dii 
nmtest were held in the United States Meanwhile. Ford had ns ; 
difficulty in finding anmher group of financial bickers prepared ts > 
gamble on his ability as a manufacturer. The Henry Fend C!a»: 
puty was set up, and within a few months liquidated, havim 
produced no cart, but a crop of bitter recriminations For the 
second time, and on the thresituld of his fortieth year, Henry Foid 
had proved himself a discreditable failure in business. Can wen 
being produced by Olds in Detroit, by Frank Duryea in Mans 
chusetts, by Haynes in Kokomo, by Winton in Cleveland. Jamei 
Ward Packard was building cars in Warren. Ohio, Edwin Ron 
Thomas was producing a "flyer" in Buffalo. Hie laicomdbUe was 
being turned out at Westfield, Massaduiaetis. the Sirama in Dewt- 
land, the Case at Racine, Wisconsin, the Auburn at Autnun, 
Indiana. And, in Detroit, the crowd at the Ponchartrain bar, 
writing fM the future of Henry Ford, tirgan talking df David 
Dunbar Buick, who. having invent^ a meiftod of fixing porceUa 
on metal-destined, in the end, to trandform the American bsffi- 
room and kitchen — was now emliarking on the manufacture of 
automobiles And while Ford's star felt, as it teemed forever, 
enthusiasm at the Ponchartrain roae at the news that Henry 
Martyn Leland's Cadillac was semn to be on the market. 

2 Nfum CMd Mliw 

Once again Ford returned to "experimmiing"— -and though later 
he was to assert that he "never thought much of racing." the notion 
of speed was. in igoa, hit nearest approach to a practicable idea. 
But. then, he always felt that an idea is just an idea: almost anyone 
could think one up; the thing that counted was developii^ it 
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into a practical product. His practical product, now, was two 
racing cars, built with the help of C. H. Wills and Tom Cooper: 
the ''Arrow" and the “999." precisely alike; one-seated affairs with 
four hug^ cylinders that developed eighty horsepower in a deafen- 
ing roar, so tliat "going over Niagara Falls would have been but 
a pastime after a ride in one of them." Ford and Cooper tried out 
the great red "999,” which shot flames from its engine when put 
under speed; neither of them had sufficient courage to race it. But 
Cooper knew a former bicycle racer who lived on speed. Nothing 
could go too fast for Barney Oldfield. So, although he had never 
driven a motor car, Oldfield was sent for to drive the “999” 
against Alexander Winton and his "Bullet" at the Grosse Pointe 
track. 

As Ford quickly discovered, Oldfield did not know what fear 
was. Under Ford's and Cooper’s instruction, he learned to drive 
within a week; learned, too, to control the monster whose two- 
handled tiller drained all the energy of a strong man. The Grosse 
Pointe track was not adequately banked, nobody knew how much 
speed the "999" could develop, and the turns of the course might 
bring death to its driver. As Ford cranked up the car for the 
three-mile contest, Oldfield, from the driver’s seat, cheerfully 
remarked, "Well, this chariot may kill me, but they will say 
afterward that I was going like hell when she took me over the 
bank." He was as good as his word. He never dared to look around; 
he drove the monster at full spetxl, without shutting off at the 
curves: and he won the race by a lead of a full half-mile. In thus 
launching his own career as the most celebiated "daredevil" of 
the age, Oldfield likewise succeeded in re-establishing Henry Ford. 
Long afterwards, he was fond of saying that each of them had 
made the other. Sometimes he added, with a smile, "But I did 
much the best job of it." 

Among those who watched Oldfield’s spectacular performance 
was Alexander Y. Malcolmson, a prosperous Detroit coal dealer 
who had been looking for an opportunity to get into the auto- 
mobile business. He was prepared to risk a modest investment; 
what he required was a competent designer and engineer, able to 
turn out a car and free of commitments. The triumphant victory 
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of the ‘‘999” persuaded him that Furd wits hit matt, and after Maai 
investigation he decided to negiHiate for Fcnrd'a servwei. Hgf 
upshot of their diacuasioni waa the organiaaiian, early in igo|,ti 
the Ford Motor Company. By now, the industry appeared to hi 
establuhed on a sound basia During the previous year, Rmott 
Olds had produced the stupendous total of twenty-five htmdifi 
can. and was annouiwing an estimated output of four thocwai^ 
the National Association of Automobile Manufacturers boated • 
nuimbenhip oi one hundml and twelve: and nine thouaaiMl OMi 
had been built in the United States during a single year. 

The launching of the Ford Motor <^m|mny was accomplUnd 
in circumstances to which time gave an effrt t of irony. At die 
outset, it becanw obvioiu that the new vmitire would reqidn 
more capital than Malcolmscm had foreseen. Ftird had little or m 
mcmey. and his sole efiori to aiirait iitvesiment was acarcely 
encouraging. Me went to aee his former employer. Alexander 
Dow; the president of the Detroit fldison CUrmpany wished him 
luck, but flatly declined to risk a dollar in his projec ted enter|xriae. 
So Malcolmson. after siphoning out of his coal business all the cadt 
he dared withdraw, undertook to raise addiiitmal funds by pledg> 
ing his perscmal credit. Mia eflents brought ten sliarehotden huo 
the venture which, capiialiaed at one hundred thousand dcdlan, 
b^^an operatiems with twenty-eight thousand dollars on hand. 
Sixteen years later, having meanwhile received millimis in 
dends, the seven remaining stockholders erf the Ford Motor Com* 
pany were to surrender their diares to Menry Ford for the mm 
of apprtneimately one hundred and six millions of dollars. 

in order to secure a plant without putting up cash, Makxrfj» 
son persuaded a carpenter, Albert Sirelow. to accept twenty-five 
aharoi of stock for the erection of a one-story building behind s 
ahop which he owned on Mack Avenue. The deal hung fire white 
Sirelow wmtled with his prejudice against Ford; two yeara latar, 
he disposed of his stock for twenty fivc thousand doHars which he 
promptly lost In speculation, laang afterwards, he waa reported 
to have been seen outside the employnumt office of the Ford planb 
in a line ol applicants for a lalsorers job. 

While didiering with Strelow, Malcolmson had approached 
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John and Horace Dodge, who were making part for Olds in their 
machine shop, with a view to having them build the new car 
designed by Ford and Wills. Of the two brothers, John was the 
more aggressive; he figured most prominently in the negotiations, 
and in the subsequent relationship of the Dodges to the Ford 
Motor Company. Astute, tough-minded and high-tempered, he 
was unimpressed by Ford's previous record, and insisted that any 
contract be guaranteed by Malcolmson personally. As finally 
drawn, the contract provided this security and reserved to the 
Dodges the right to market any cars for which they failed to receive 
payment. Thus protected, and awarded fifty shares each in the 
new company, they severed their connection with Olds and pro- 
ceeded to retool their strop to produce the new car. In igrg, after 
an acrimonious lawsuit, they surrendered their holdings in the 
Ford Company for twenty-five millions of dollars. 

The arrangement which he made with the Dodges sent Mal- 
colmson to John S. Gray, a manufacturer of confectionery who 
also was president of a Detroit bank. Gray agreed to make a loan 
of ten thousand dollars to the company, secured by Malcolmson’s 
personal note: he was awarded one hundred shares of stock, to 
which he added another five, and as the company’s largest investor, 
was made its president. He died three years later; sixteen years 
after his death, his heirs received twenty-six and one-quarter 
million dollars for his holdings in the company. 

Having mortfi^ged his penonal credit and the future of his 
business to establish the new enterprise, Malcolmson now took 
two steps apparently dictated by his knowledge of Ford’s previous 
failure. They revealed a sense of caution which would presently 
desert him in the conduct of his own affairs — in 1906, after the 
first remarkable success of his new company, he decided to pro- 
mote another automobile; the directors of the Ford company 
requested his resignation, and he sold out his interest for one 
liundred and seventy-five thousand dollars. But before the Ford 
company opened its doors for business, he determined to protect 
it from any recurrent incompetence on the part of Ford himself. 
To this end, he installed a personal representative as busineM 
manager, and he added his attorneys to its list of shareholders. 
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trust to be devoted to "the benefiting o£ humanity.” Anderson, 
who had received a fee of twenty-five dollars for drawing up the 
papers of incorporation of the new company, appealed to his 
father, a physician in La Crosse, Wisconsin, for a loan to enable 
him to buy into it. In outlining the company's set-up and plans, 
young Anderson reported to his father that the demand for 
automobiles had become “a perfect craze.” Three factories were 
producing cars in Detroit; all were oversold and could not begin 
to fill their orders. Malcolmson had already "begun to be deluged 
with orders” for the new Fordmobile, as it was to be called, 
although not a single machine had yet been put on the market. 
The car was in construction at the Dodge shop. Buyers had heard 
of it, went there to inspect it, and filed their orders. It had like- 
wise been examined by experts "from all over the country,” who 
pronounced it superior to any car as yet designed, and "a sure 
winner." 

Such merits as the car possessed were not, however, entirely 
due to Henry Ford. Its design owed much to the brilliant and 
technically proficient mind of C. Harold Wills, for whom Mal- 
colmson had made no place in the organization. Frightened by the 
prospect of losing Wills' services — the young engineer refused to 
continue without a stake in the company — Ford proposed a 
private arrangement whereby Wills would receive approximately 
ten percent of Ford’s personal profits from the enterprise. Since 
fifty-one percent of the company’s stock was held, in equal shares, 
by Ford and Malcolmson, this offer impressed Wills as an advan- 
tageous one. He accepted it; joined the staff under this odd 
compact: and was soon to be responsible for many of the metal- 
lurgical and mechanical features of the car which swept Ford to 
world-wide fame. 

When the Ford Motor Company opened for businesa, the only 
manufacturing operation which it carried on was a limited final 
assembly. The cars, complete except for bodies and wheels, were 
built in the Dodge brothers' shop, loaded on hay wagons, and 
delivered to the Ford factory. There, a dozen men and boys, paid 
a daily wage of one dollar and a half, and supervised by a foreman, 
put on the bodies, fitted the upholstery, added wheels and tires, 
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and painted the finished cars. The initial model, with tonneau, 
sold for eight hundred and fifty dollars, and showed a profit of 
two hundred and forty-six dollars. As Couzens claimed in an 
early advertisement, it was “built to stand the severest strains” 
of hills and muddy roads; a “thoroughly practical car at a mod- 
erate price.” Anderson’s optimistic appraisal of the demand for 
automobiles soon proved to be correct. In the first fifteen months 
of its existence, the new concern sold seventeen hundred cars — 
and the directors declared a cash dividend equal to its entire 
capitalization, of which approximately only one-fourth had been 
received in actual hmds. With the death of Gray, and the retire- 
ment of Malcolmson, Ford took over the presidency, and Couzens 
the financial direction of the company. Meanwhile, in what was 
to be his last venture as a “speed demon,” Ford had brought the 
company invaluable publicity. Driving his racing “Arrow” on the 
ice of Lake St. Clair, he established a world’s record for speed: one 
mile in thirty-nine and two-fifths seconds, or a rate of ninety miles 
an hour. Increased business forced an expansion of plant facilities: 
the company moved into a new building which was to become 
obsolete within five years. 

During the first five years of its existence, the Ford Motor 
Company put eight different models of cars on the market in the 
effort to develop a product having the widest possible sales appeal. 
The plain people of the United States dismissed the automobile as 
a luxury fax beyond their means. The experts who wrote for the 
trade magazines agreed that a market for it existed only among 
the very wealthy and the moderately rich classes. As a result, the 
trend was increasingly toward the production of large, high- 
powered, expensive cars made to resemble the European custom- 
built vehicles favored by the world of fashion. Even Ransom Olds, 
fighting for his early vision of a mass market, had been defeated. 
His backers, preferring to concentrate on supplying cars to the 
prosperous, forced his resignation from the company he had 
founded, and he was building a new product for a new organiza- 
tion. In these circumstances, it was only natural for Henry Ford 
to follow the prevailing trend. Three years after putting out his 
first model at a moderate price in imitation of Olds, he pushed 
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into the luxury trade with cars priced at one and two thousand 
dollars. Sales fell off sharply; profits were cut by two-thirds. Dis- 
mayed by these results, Ford himself ordered a drastic reduction 
in prices for the following year. The immediate effect was aston- 
ishing: although a financial panic overtook the nation in 1907, 
the Ford Motor Company sold nearly fifteen thousand cars and 
showed a profit of more than one million dollars. 

3 Th« Universal Car 

Already the majority stockholder in the company, Henry Ford 
was in a position to dictate its policy. The lesson of its recent 
experience was obvious, but this lesson merely confirmed certain 
notions which Ford had been pondering for some time. One day, 
talking with John W. Anderson, he had come out with a radical 
opinion. 'Fhe automobile industry, he thought, was getting off on 
the wrong foot; annual changes of model were the rule, but this 
was an absurd proposition, for people were going to get out of the 
habit of buying a new car every year; who would think of buying 
a new carriage every spring? The way to make cars, Henry Ford 
told the young lawyer, was to make one like another — "as much 
alike as pins or matches." The gospel of standardization was not 
an original one. Henry Martyn Leland had been preaching it and 
had given it a s{)cctacular demonstration in England. Olds had 
already carried it into practice. But Ford, in talking with Ander- 
son, outlined a new and profoundly original application. The 
standardized car he wanted to develop was one cheap enough for 
every American farmer to buy; simple enough for him to operate 
and, if necessary, repair himself; sturdy enough to keep going 
through sand and mud, snow, slush and water, up hills and across 
fields, over roadless plains. And this was not all. Ford wanted to 
build a “universal" car — that is, a vehicle whose engine could be 
applied "universally" on die farm, not only to get the farmer to 
market, but to run his machinery, saw his wood, perhaps even 
pump his water. To those, like Anderson, who had not known 
Ford at Dearborn in his early thirties, chafing at farm work and 
frustrated in his attempt to invent a steam-powered, all-purpose 
farm wagon, the concept must have seemed a sudden, whimsical 
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divination. Yean afterwards. James Oiusrtu reeordcd that 
arrived at the concept impulsively, and without warning 
upon making It the sole basis of company policy. But Cotai^ 
was no more than half right. (|| 

For when, one rnmning in 1909. Henry Ford lartled || 
associates with a dictatorial edict, he was Making ^verythfa^aiti| 
experience oi a single year. During the previous teaion, ^ ogp 
pany had oxitinued to market its two most successful {Mrkar 
but Ford himself had sponsored a new one, and the cimipmyl^i 
introduced it to compete with them lor public favor. Wodetf 
under Wills' direaion. Ford's staff of let hnicians had dea^^ 
it to realite, so far as |M«iibie. his ciwit ept of a "universal" car. 
embodied certain improvements in engineering, among dieak 
the use of vanadium sirel, which Ford had learned that Fien^ ; 
manufacturers were empUiying for im reaird tensile strength and 
lightness. Its mechanism was so sim|>ir as to lie practically fool* 
proof, and any foil ciHtId team t<» run it in a lew days. It had 
caught on at once. So Ford abruptly announced that, in dw 
future, the company would build twdy ime iricKlel: that its diaMil 
would be precisely the same for all cars; that "any customer di 
have a car painted any color that he wants so limg as it is bladu** 
This decision reflected his im|>aiience with "a tendency to keqp 
monkeying with styles and to spoil a good thing by changiiig B.* 
But it also expressed his ccmviciion tliai he had succeeded ll 
prodiuring "a car lor the great multitude." He proposed to CMF 
emirate on thu prcxiuci. and fiermanrntly freest its design. 

The Model-T Ford was as undistinguished as a pin or t 
match; one of the earliest of perennial Ford jokes described itii 
capable eff going anywhere excein into Mx iriy. Rut what it lacked 
beauty it made up in virtue, and homespun Americans, beltew 
ing that handsome is as handsome dors, understood precisely whM 
Ford meant when, a few years later, hr dec lared bluntly that he 
wouli^’t give five cents for all the art in the world. Tlie ModeFT. 
built for perftmnance on the farms and in the smalt towns of the 
land, needed no pretensiems 10 elegance, refinement or style, ffid 
made none, ft was a lowly black bem mounted very bi^ on whedi 
—as functional as a mouae trap, as tong lived and tireless M a 
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maiden aunt, as serenely indifferent to hardships as a saint. It 
would go where no vehicle had ever gone before, and presently 
Americans were to learn that it fulfilled the promise of a peculiar 
bliss: “you can press down on the foot-lever until all the scenery 
looks alike to you and you have to keep your eyes skinned to 
count the milestones as they pass." It was one of Henry Ford’s 
m(Kt masterly insights to foresee that the further his fellow-citizens 
traveled, the happier they would be to find themselves in the same 
place. 

Before many years had passed, Americans were speaking of 
Model-T with the affectionate derision which they reserve for 
their folk herojcs and national cynmures. "Tin Lizzie," they 
named it, and talked of the "flivver" they planned to buy, or — 
still later — of the "jalopy" they had lived with so long, acknowl- 
edging that there was a dance in the old girl yet. In less than two 
decades, fifteen million Model-T Fords were to pour out on the 
American rtiads, and the fund of folk humor, of jokes and tall 
tales that accumulated alwut them indicated, perhaps more im- 
pressively than anything else, the profound changes they wrought 
in the national life. For it was this homely, utilitarian car which, 
far more than any other, put the whole nation on wheels, made 
the automobile an indispensable convenience to the common man, 
and thereby brought alxmt results so far-reaching as to transform 
American society, civilization and culture. During a whole era, 
the Model-T seemed the mmt persuasive symbol of American 
democracy. It was the car of the people, admitting the humblest 
citizen on terms of absolute equality with the plutocrat to the new 
dimension of untrammelcd mobility. To the world at lai^e, it 
announced the fabulous nature of the United States — a land 
where nearly every man, whatever his condition, could afford to 
own an automobile; where almost none, in literal fact, could 
afford not to own one. 

Yet Henry Ford, who had projected a car for the great multi- 
tude, apparently did not foresee its ultimate consequences, either 
for the nation or for himself. For twice — in 1908, just after his 
tentative introduction of the Model-T, and in 1909 shortly after 
his decision to concentrate on it exclusively — Henry Ford and 
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James Ckiuxem cinercd inm negoiiaiiiins f«r ihc tale of the Ftal 
Motor Company, and bcnh deals (ell itirmigh »inly because &e 
prospective purchaser was unable m meet the icnni upon 
Ford insisted, ftoih men. presumably, were lemoned by the pegii 
bility of reaping quick miliitms. And both may have been 
by another and much darker one. For the company lived under die 
threat M an ominous lawsuit. If the suit were finally dorii^ ^ 
i^inst the Ford Motew Ckimpany. heavy damages m%ht he 
assessed apinst it—and it might even l>c t um|ieiied to go out 4f 
business. 

4 Thu Ogni Orowb 

The suit ccmcemed possihle infringemetn o| a (lateni. genendly 
assumed to be liasic (or the industry as a whole. Fhe story M ddi 
patent was one of the cpieerest in the history of American in* 
dustry, though the uses to which ii was pm ruemplilied a [witem 
of economic and hnanciai comeniraiitm that lirtainc increastni^y 
familiar: the pattern emerged apin. for rvampir. in the develop 
ment of limh the movie and the radio. I hr {saient which invdvM 
Henry Ford in costly and |irokNigc<l Itiigaiitai had originally hem 
applied for in 1879: fourteen years lirlorc the Ihiryea hrothen 
produced the first American auiinnolulr, when Henry Ford, aia 
lad of sixteen, ran away from his Hiher's farm io tieccMiie la 
apprentice mechanic in fletroit. '('he applicani wasf*rorge Baldirhi 
Selden, then thirty-two years old. a }*aieiit aiiurney and amatetff 
inventor of Rochester, New York. 

Selden came of a prt»|}rrous and t tiliivaird family: his fiuher 
was Judge of the Cksurt of Appeals of New York. Hr received tt 
excellent educattem, studying at two universities, and laku^ a 
year's work in science at Yale's Sheffield .%fiool. He was one of ^ 
fim Americans to become obsessed by the idea of a ’’road tocoe» 
tive” n« driven by steam. In the early righ tern seven tics, idieo 
gasoline became available, he fsegan rx|irrimeniing with tbh 
novel fuel. A twocycle gasoline engine bail lirrn exhibited, hi 
1876, at the Centennial FlxpiMiiion in Fhilaiirl)tlita, by Ckorge 
B. Braytmi. an Englishman living in (lositm, hfasaachuiietis. Usii% 
Brayton'i engine as his model. Selden designed tme during dw 
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following year. Three years later, after preparing his claims and 
specifications, he filed application for a patent covering “the use 
of the gasoline motor as the propelling force of a road vehicle, 
and upon the vehicle as a whole." 

Selden’s application was allowed; but actual issue of a patent 
was the very last thing that Selden then desired. For the life of a 
patent was limited to seventeen years, and Selden’s investigation 
of the commercial possibilities of his invention had convinced him 
that he was far in advance of the times. His problem, therefore, 
was to keep his application in force until a final patent became 
profitable. As an attorney specializing in patent cases, he knew 
precisely how to do this. He merely filed with the Patent Office 
periodic amendments to his original application, embodying 
further claims and alleged improvements; this strategy kept the 
application pending, and the fact that it had been officially 
“allowed" gave him adequate legal protection. Oddly enough, 
however, Selden made no attempt to build a car. He was content 
to nurse along an invention that existed only on paper. 

When reports of the Daimler and Benz machines first reached 
the United States, Selden began negotiating with capitalists to 
finance a model of his car. He met with the ridicule experienced 
by all the other pioneers. To one prominent, wealthy manu- 
facturer of Rochester from whom he was trying to secure funds, 
he remarked that some day horseless carriages would be as 
numerous on Main Street as vehicles drawn by horses. The pros- 
pective backer told Selden he was crazy; presently, he came to be 
regarded as slightly unbalanced. Nevertheless, over the years, he 
succeeded in interesting six different promoters, but in each case 
some mishap occurred that prevented any deal from being con- 
summated. After the news of the Duryea brothers’ achievement 
broke in the American press, Selden realized that commercial 
development of the motor car would not long be delayed. Having 
maintained his application in force for more than a decade, he 
now pressed for tfjc immediate issue of a final patent. No Selden 
car was in actual existence, but in 1895 a patent was granted 
broadly covering any pisoline-driven vehicle having a disconnect- 
ing device between the engine and the vehicle, and carrying a 
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receptacle for liquid fuel. This patent, if he could enforce it, 
promised to give Selden a monopoly on the manufacture ol 
automobiles for seventeen years, until 191 1. 

Shortly afterwards, when it appeared probable that electric 
vehicles were going to find a ready market in the United States, 
a group of millionaires decided to take over this new industry. 
The group was headed by William C. Whitney, Secretary of the 
Navy under President Cleveland, and it included Anthcmy F. 
Brady, P. A. B. Widener of Philadelpliia, and Thomas Fortune 
Ryan. These gentlemen had already made fortunes in the promo* 
titm ol municipal electric tracticm systems. Their present purpose 
was to effect a monopoly of the manufacture of electric carri^;^, 
and put fleets of cabs on the streets of the major American cities. 

Late in 1899, after William C. Whitney had assumed contrd 
of the electric vehicle combination, Selden assigned to it exclusive 
rights under his patent. By this time the manufacture of gasoline 
cars had been undertaken by the Durycas, Haynes, Winton and 
Olds. Whitney, who had acquired the Selden {latent somewhat 
incidentally, quickly realhed its potential value and profxised to 
enforce it vigorously. He therefore filed suit against Winton. This 
litigation was carried on until 1903, when the automobile industry 
appeared to be securely established, 'fhc holders of the Selden 
rights then came forward with a brilliant project. With the sweep 
ing Selden patent as its foundation, they set up the Association of 
Licensed Automobile Manufactuters, whose raemtiers. by paying 
a royalty on every car sold, received immunity from prosecution 
for infringement, and the assurance that they might continue in 
business without legal interference. To this arrangement, Winton 
and nine other manufacturers immediately subscribed. Other 
companies, as they entered the business, promptly Joined the 
Association under the threat of suit. 

To extreme individualists like Henry Ford and James Couzens, 
the {xiyment of royalty looked like acquiescence in a private lax 
on manufacture. In their view, the A. L. A. M. was merely a 
budding trust, orpnized by Wall Street financiers for the usual 
purpose of getting something for nothing. Their mood was there- 
fore not entirely genial when, soon after the Ford Motor Company 
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began operations, they were invited to confer with representatives 
of the Association at the Russell House in Detroit. The meeting 
was very brief. A spokesman for the Association outlined the 
advantages of "getting together for the good of the industry”; 
remarked that Ford was infringing the Selden patent; proposed 
that he join the Association, take out a license, and pay the 
established royalty on his cars. Before Ford could reply, Couzens, 
whose temper was short and inflexible, shouted, “Selden can take 
his patent and go to hell with it.” An official of the Association, 
looking pointedly at Ford, said that suit could be brought imme- 
diately. "Couzens has answered you,” Ford retorted. The official 
then brought greater pressure to bear: the Association would do 
everything partible to put Ford out of business. At this, Ford 
leaped out of his chair, sitook his Anger at the official in fury, and 
snarled, “Let them try itl" The conference broke up in disorder. 

Early in the autumn of 1903, the threatened suit was brought. 
The plaintiff's in this action — brought at the request of the Associ- 
ation — were the Electric Vehicle Company, as Selden 's assignees, 
and Selden himself. Fought through two courts, the litigation was 
to last for eight years. In its course, thirty-six volumes of testimony 
were taken, and the only example of a Selden car ever built was 
constructed at great expense, and demonstrated in court. Six years 
after the suit was begun, the United States Circuit Court 
handed down a decision upholding the validity of the Selden 
patent. Its effect was to vest control of the automobile industry, 
during the lifetime of the patent, in the Electric Vehicle Company, 
dominated by a group of millionaire promoters. Unless it could be 
reversed, the outlook for Ford was disastrous. Legal costs, damages 
and the payment of back royalties might easily reduce him to 
bankruptcy. And he could be put out of busine^ by the simple 
expedient of denying him membership in the Association. His 
lawyers therefore promptly took an appeal. This sent the case to 
a higher court; but, until a Anal verdict was handed down, Ford's 
business would be in jeopardy. 

That the outcome of this case would determine the future of 
the automobile industry was not evident. But it was obvious that, 
aside from the issue of monopoly control, the case involved con- 
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flkting econtwnic theories. Except for F<Mrd, practically all manu- 
facturen of automobiles were members of the Association, and 
most of them were builders of relatively high-priced cars. They 
were doing business successfully under a policy of limited produc- 
tion, taking a large profit cm every unit sold. Ford's announced 
program rested on a very different policy. His aim was quantity 
production. This would reduce the unit-cost of his cars, enabling 
him to sell them at a low price. The low price would result in 
volume sales; cm th<»e. a large aggregate profit could be made by 
taking a small profit on every unit sold. It was the belief of the 
Association that, should Ford iuaxed in realizing his program, 
ihe entire industry would be disorganized. Their conviction that 
his program could not, in fact, be realized merely increased their 
animosity. Why should an econcmric crackpot be permitted to 
threaten the established order? 

During the two years that elapsed befmo a verdict was rotched 
on Ford's appeal, the parties to the action conducted relentless 
warfare in the advertising columns of the nation's press. In an 
effort to force Fond out of business, the Association threatened 
his prospective customers with eventual prcjsecution. Ford count- 
ered with an offer to post a bond with every car sold, protecting 
buyers from any financial damages that might result from prosecu- 
tion. Of approximately eighteen thousand purchasers of Mcxiel-T 
cars who presumably became parties to the case through owners 
ship of a Ford automobUe, only fifty ever demanded a Ford bond. 
The final phases of the iitlption were reached after the exposures 
of the muckrakem had brought about a widespread attack on in- 
dustrial mergers, trusts, monopolies and combinations of com- 
petitors. In this climate of optnton, Ford was widely acclaimed si 
a champicm of the people. In igi i, the Ck}urt of Appeals handed 
down a decision in his favor. It held that the Selden patent was 
valid, but that Ford had not been guilty of infringement: the 
patent covered a twocycle motor, but Ford — and all other Ameri- 
can manufactuiers — had adopted the four-cycle Otto motor. This 
decision shattered the patent monopoly beyond rejMiir. Since 
Selden's patent, diough valid, was worthless, no further royalty 
could be collected from American numu&ctums. The tax oo 
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production ceased to be operative. In order to prevent any similar 
litigation in the future, the principal manufacturers of automo- 
biles soon ot|;anized to form a patent pool. However unexpected 
by his former antagonists, nothing could have been more charac- 
teristic than Ford’s refusal to join them in this defensive alliance. 

A decade later, Ford was to look back with satisfaction on the 
long, troublesome Selden lawsuit. Nothing, he affirmed, had ever 
advertised his car and company so well. During this litigation, the 
Ford concern had appeared in the role of an underdc^; this had 
won it the public’s sympathy and good will. Although, at the 
outset, the Association commanded seventy millions of dollars, 
and the Ford Company not half that many thousands, Henry Ford 
himself had never been in doubt about the outcome of the case. 
So he l>elieved, or professed to believe, in 19*3; but apparently 
this exalted confidence had actually been more fitful Uian he 
found it convenient to remember. 

5 A Gkint It iorn 

One day in the autumn of 1909, Ford and James Couzens were in 
New York City, at the heimont Hotel. Ford, suffering from 
lumbago, was lying on the floor of their room when the telephone 
rang and Couzens answered it. After a brief exchange of remarks, 
Couzens went down to the hotel lobby, and presently returned to 
the room. 

“Billy Durant," he announced, "wants to buy the Ford Motor 
Company." 

“How much will he jiay?" asked the invalid. 

“Eight million dollam." This was five million more than he 
had offered one year carticr. 

“AH right, Bui— gold on the table," Ford snapped. 

“How do you mean that?" Couzens asked, though Ford's terms 
had fjeen the same the year before. 

“I mean cash," said Ford. 

On this basis, Couzens began negotiations the following day. 
Before long, a final agreement was reached. Then Durant put it 
before his bankers, who had previously consented to finance the 
transaction. But these ^ntlemcn, upon sober second thought, 
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concluded that the risk was too great. The Ford Motor Company, 
they informed Durant, was not worth the price asked for it. Nor 
did Durant succeed in finding any other capitalists willing to 
invest eight millions of dollars in the purchase of an industrial 
property socm to become one of the most fabulously profitable in 
the world. It is very probable that Durant himself queered the 
deal, in every quarter. For, shmly before, he had irreparably 
prejudiced J. P. Morgan and Company, the national repository 
of financial and economic wisdom. In those sacred precincts, be 
had unfortunately given the impression of being stupid, irte^ 
sponsible and — even worse — shamelessly impudent. 

During the course of a conference with CJcaqje W. Perkins, 
one of the Morgan partners, Durant blithely prophesied tliat the 
day was coming wlren three liundrcd thousand automobiles 
would be produced and sold annually in the United States. Per* 
kins, it is said, was so exasperated by this frivolity that he got up 
and left the room. Having thus alienated the august rulers of the 
capital market, it was almost inevitable that Durant should be 
regarded with suspicion. Yet, forty ycaw after the tollapsc of his 
projected acquisition of the Ford Motor Company, Americans 
might perhaps concede that Durant, alone of the forties con* 
cemed. demonstrated the vision, sagacity and daring upon which 
— according to its classic oracles — progress under the system of free 
enterprise ultimately depends. 

Spare, small, quiet and soft-spoken, William Crapo Durant 
dazzled the American people for a generation, and left as his 
monument an industrial colossus which might continue to affect 
their lives long after anyone had ceased to remember his name. 
Four decades after he conceived and aeated it. The General 
Motors Corporation was the biggest enterprise in America’s 
biggest industry. Its assets then totalled two and one half billions 
of dollars, and its prewperity or adversity modified the material 
well-being of four hundred tliousand stockholders. Even more 
directly conccnied were the three hundred and seventy-five thou- 
sand people whom it employed. Most of them earned their liveli- 
hood in one hundred plants operated by the corporation in 
fifty-two American cities located in fifteen states; besides these, it 
owned twenty-six others in foreign lands. General Moton turned 
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out approximately two and one quarter million cars and trucks 
every year, or two in every five built in the United States. But the 
automotive industry, which it dominated, was not its sole area of 
operations. It was likewise deeply involved in the field of aviation. 
It made Diesel engines for marine and railway use; farm power 
and lighting plants; electric pumps. It was a leading producer of 
domestic refrigerators and industrial refrigerating machinery. It 
manufactured radios, electric fans, vacuum cleaners, quick-drying 
IMsints. Under licensing agreements, it drew a large income from 
the oil industry, which produced a “knock-proof* motor fuel 
originally developed by General Motors chemists. For the corpora- 
tion also maintained one of the greatest institutions for scientific 
and industrial research in the United States. By the middle of the 
twentieth century the General Motors Corporation had become — 
in magnitude, wealth and social influence — the most powerful 
industrial enterprise in the world. More perfectly than any other 
single feature of the American scene, it exemplified the methods, 
objectives and achievements of twentieth<entury finance capital- 
ism. 

William Crap<» Durant, who conceived this colossus and 
brought it into ireing, died in relative obscurity, without wealth, 
although during his comet-like fxtssage across the American finan- 
cial skies he had made many millions of dollars. He pt»sessed 
nearly all the ({uaiities which mcMt of his compatriots esteemed 
most higtity; boundless ambition, immense energy, audacity, per- 
suasiveness, an inexhaustible talent for circumventing obstacles 
and transcending failure. The quality which he notably lacked 
was caution, and its absence from his makeup proved costly. His 
mild ap|>earance and quiet manner misrepresented him. For 
Dumnt thrived on the stresses and tensions, the alarms and excur- 
sions and explcHiivc climaxes of heroic drama; these were his 
nourishment, not his stimulant. Fundamentally, he was an ad- 
venturer in the literal sense, like the New Bedford mariners and 
shipbuilders wito were his foretrears. During the first two decades 
of the century, his exploits confounded the discreet and conven- 
tional; he played the great American game of business with ail the 
deuces wild, and in his hand. 

Bom in Boston, Durant was brought up by his grandfather, 
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Henry H. Grapo, governor of Michigan during the War between 
the States, and afterwards a major figure in its great lumber in* 
dustry. Rejecting the opportunity to go to coUege, young Durant 
entered his grandfather's lumber mill in the little city of Flint. 
Before reaching his twenty-first year, he branched into the in- 
surance business; piesently, he deserted this for the vehicle indus- 
try of which Flint had become the chief center. Having bou{|^t, 
for fifty dollars, the patent rights to an improved road cart, Durant 
formed a partnerdiip with a young hardware clerk, Josiah Dallas 
Don, put the cart into quantity production, and proceeded to 
develop a nation-wide market for it. With their earnings, the 
partners then formed the Durant-Don Carriage Company, which 
preMntly rose to leadenhip in the trade, for Durant's salesmanship 
made necessary a yearly production of fifty thousand vehicles. 
This unprecedented output created problems of supply, and 
Durant met them by setting up subsidiary companies to produce 
wheels, axles, paint and varnish, and to develop timber reserves 
in the Northwest. He had already conceived the project of a 
"vertical trust" — an industrial unit made absolutely self-sufficient 
by controlling supplies and processes from raw materials to fin- 
ished product. 

A millionaire before he reached his fortieth year, at the turn 
of the century, Durant began to lose interest in his highly pros- 
perous carriage business; when its major problems had been 
solved, it ceased yielding him any adventure. But, apprently, 
the notion of the self-sufficient industrial unit continued to pre- 
occupy his imagination, for he went off to New York City with 
the intention of making a first-hand study of the stock market. 
It was in Wall Street, as he knew, that industrial combinations 
were effected and trusts were built. And it was In New York that 
an urgent appeal reached him; opening, as he could not foresee, 
a secrnid and far more adventurous career. 

The appeal was one which he could scarcely refuse: it was to 
save the business community of his home town from imminaat 
financial disaster. David Dunbar Buick, the Detroit manufacturer 
of plumbers' supplies, had started building auttmiobiles in 190$ 
with high hopes and no money. Of an inventive turn of mind. 
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Buidc always had remarkably progressive ideas— usually far in 
advance of the times — but he was lacking in aptitude for business. 
Shortly after beginning to build his cars, his business was taken 
over by his major creditors, Frank and Benjamin Briscoe, Jr., 
manufacturers of slteei metal. But they, in turn, found themMlves 
unable to carry it, and bepn looking for a purchaser. In Flint, 
fames H. Whiting, the elderly president of the Flint Wagon 
Works, had become convinced that the automobile was eventually 
going to put builders of carriages out of business, and had deter- 
mined to find a car which could be produced in his plant. Auto- 
mobiles, he surmised, could be put together the way carriages 
were, and could be sold by the same men who marketed his line 
of wagons, carts and buggies. lararning that the Buick business 
was for sale, he fonned a compny to take it over, moved it to his 
plant in Flint, and proceeded to borrow heavily from local 
bankers to finance operations. By 1904, the money raised by loans 
had Inrcn exhausted. Only fifty-three Buick cars had been built 
and sold; and no further capital could be raised in Flint. Whiting 
himself was perilously close to bankruptcy, and it was clear that 
if he were ruined the bankers and many of the business men of 
Flint would l>c carried down with him. It was in these circum- 
stances that Durant, as the town's wealthiest citizen, was invited 
to rescue the business community. 

Returning to Flint. Durant's first concern was to assess the 
merits of the Buick car as a marketable product. He had no tech- 
nical experience with automobiles, but he learned to drive, and 
for nearly two months he took the car over a widely varied region 
lacking any good roads other titan a few turnpikes operated by toll 
cmnpaniei. Under this gruelling test. Durant learned that the 
car could survive the mud. sand, stumps and gullies of rural 
Michigan, and he concluded that it was a saleable product. He 
took over, and set to work with incredible swiftness. Recapitaliz- 
ing the moribund company, he set up efilctent factory procedures, 
secured dealers, and raised money in ever-increasing amounts. 
The aura of past success was his principal asset: creditors willingly 
withheld their claims, and when he issued stock in the new ernn- 
pany his fellow-townsmen bought half a million dollars’ worth 
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in a single day. But the resources of Flint were inadequate to 
Durant’s needs, and he went far aheld to sell his shares. Mean* 
while, mounting demand for the Buick convinced him that hk 
faith was justified. If he could secure enough capital to expand 
his enteiprise, he knew that he would be rewarded with wealth, 
power and prestige as an industrial innovator. 

As a result of his efforts, the new company was making mcmey 
within two years. Raising capital by heroic efforts, Durant bullte 
the world's largest automobile plant, added five models to dto 
Buick line, and launched into quantity production. In tgo8, four 
years after taking control, Durant was building and selling mom 
than eight thousand cars. One of the social effects of the automo* 
bile — to be demonstrated even more impressively by Detroit — ^was 
quickly made evident in the little city of Flint. It had been 
threatened by financial disaster; now. it became a boom-town. 
His expanding market, facing Durant with a need for constantly 
greater and more rapid production, soon brought aliout a labor 
shortage. To meet it, Durant instituted wage scales higher than 
th<»e prevailing in other industries, and men flowed into Flint 
from all over the United States. The population doubled in five 
years. It continued to grow at a rate which overtaxed the supply 
of living quarters. For a time, it was common practice to rent the 
same bed to a day-worker at night, and a night-worker by day. 
Durant projected a large housing development for his workers, 
and the city began to sprawl over outlying farms. To the businen 
men of Flint, this spectacular municipal expnsion forecasted 
uninterrupted prosperity and pyramiding profits. In the golden 
glow of this prospect, nobody detected the emergence of an 
ominous social problem. But the welfare of the city would soon 
depend exclusively on the profitable operation of a single industry. 
This industry was in no respect socially accountable to the com- 
munity which it dominated. It was rcsjxmstble only to the stock- 
holders who financed it. The fortunes of Flint, inseparably bound 
to those of its major product, would \x determined by the fluctua- 
tions of the market, t!»e efficiency of management, and the will 
of al»entee proprietors largely indifferent to its social well-being. 

Meanwhile, Durant was striving to cope with the problems 
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arising from his astonishing success. His appetite for adventure 
and incurable audacity were reflected by the character of his 
decisions. To meet the steadily enlarging demand for cars, he had 
increased and accelerated production; in his view, this made 
further expansion imperative. For he did not control the vital 
supplies upon which the output of his plant depended; delay in 
the delivery of some essential material, or fabricated part, could 
suddenly halt its operations. Any interruption of the production 
schedule was costly, but to Durant a prolonged one might bring 
financial ruin. In identical circumstances, other manufacturers 
built up financial reserves out of profits, and were protected 
against reduced production, unfavorable markets, or the abrupt 
drying up of sources of new capital. This was not Durant’s way. 
One of the meat adroit and successful promoters in American 
industrial history, he brought to the intricacies of finance only a 
genius for daring improvisation. Because his imagination forever 
outran his resources, no matter how large, he was always heavily 
mortgaged to the future. 

Durant's optimism and 8elf<onfidence were extreme. He relied 
on his ability to sell stock, if other means of raising capital failed 
him. To keep his enterprise afloat, he was fully prepared to race 
production apinst the maturing of his rapidly mounting commit- 
ments. Expansion thus became a stem necessity. He saw that to 
insure continuous and steadily inCTcasing production, he would 
have to achieve alxtolute productive independence. In some 
fashion, he would have to gain effective control of the chain of 
supplies and processes that contributed to a finished automobile. 
Having conceived this objective, Durant determined to reach it, 
so to speak, overnight. Four decades later, no manufacturer of 
automobiles-— not even the colossus bom of his decision — ^had 
yet succeeded in attaining the goal so confidently proptwed by 
Durant. 

But, as if this single goal was not sufficient to absorb all his 
energies, Durant simultaneously set himself another. Despite its 
prodigious and rapid development, the automobile industry, 
broadly viewed, remained violently unstable; an affair of boom- 
and-bust; a plunger’s paradise in which new companies arose and 
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collapsed with alarming frequency. No shares of any automotive 
company were either listed or traded in on the New York Stock 
Exchange. The great founuin of risk-capital in Wall Street could 
not be tapped, for leading bankers — not yet convinced that the 
automobile was anything more than a transient toy-refused to 
give the industry their support, and conservative investors, aware 
of its high mortality rate, had no faith in it. 

As Dumnt realited, these circumstances also tended to depten 
the market for automobiles; prospective purchasers of cars wished 
to be certain that the manuhicturers wcaild remain in businen 
during the active lifetime of the vehicles. His own extreme diffi- 
culties in financing Buick expansion had convinced him thm 
stability could be assured only by control of a large fixed capital 
invested for long-range operations. But Uiis kind of investment, 
he knew, could be attracted solely by conditions of economic 
security. Would not diversification of product yield tiiese condi- 
tions? Why not bring togetlier a number of companies making 
various types of cars at different prices? Such an arrangement 
would act as a precaution against unforeseen changes in public 
taste, and the operations of those divisions which were succnsful 
in any one year would carry the losses of those which were not. 
Absoluu? productive indefxtndence could be achieved by forming 
a vertical trust. Approximate stability, equally essemtiai, might 
be gained by making the trust not only vertical, but horiaontal 
also. Already launched on the course of combination — he ha4 
by now. added three subsidiary companies to the Buick plant in 
Flint— Durant projected a giant holding corporation like those 
which had succanfully invaded the held of public utilities. 

Incorporatitm of the General Motors Company, in the early 
autumn of igo8. attracted no immediate attention. Its stated 
function was to purchase the securities of automobile and accM- 
sory companies, and it began life with a nominal capital two 
thousand dollars. A fortnight later, this was incriNuK^ to twelve 
and one-half millions, and thereafter Durant moved with a swift- 
ness never before equalled in the history of industrial mergers. 
His policy was to pay for his acquisitions in stock erf the new 
ccxnpany, using as little cash as posnible. This ke|H Ford, ami 
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several other leading producers, out of the combine. But. in little 
more than a year, Durant gained control of some twenty com* 
panics that built caw or produced parts and accessories. Among 
these, in addition to Euick, were three other major concerns: 
Henry Martyn Iceland's Cadillac; the Oldsmobile, and the Oak- 
land. Durant’s operations, during the new company’s first year, 
showed net sales of mwe than twenty-nine million dollars, and net 
profits of more than nine millitms. He controlled twenty percent 
of the nation's total output of cars, and employed more than 
fourteen thousand people. When General Motors declared a stock 
dividend of one hundred and fifty percent, and increased its 
capitalization to sixty millions of dollars, the American people 
suddenly realized that a new industrial giant had been bom. 
and tiiat it was likely to gain a monopoly of the m(»t promising, 
and hitherto least developed, field of enterprise. 

Such, indeed, might have been the case, had engineering 
experience in the industry been more extensive than it was, and 
had Durant himseif been of less impetuous temperament. Among 
his acquisitions there were many of unproved value; he had taken 
them over because they were believed to own basic patents, or 
rights to some mechanical improvement which might Income im- 
portant at a future date, or because they were thought to be 
promising sources of essential supplies. But Durant had to work 
with whirlwind speed, and often took vital decisions in an offhand 
way. Long afterwards, one of his early associates recalled that when 
Durant tnsitected a plant, it was like the visitation of a cyclone. 
He would lead his staff in, take off his coat, begin issuing orders, 
dictate at breakneck speed, call distant points on the telephone, 
close a series of deals, and abruptly take off for another place. On 
one occasion, he authorized the vast physical expansion of a plant 
after briefly inspecting a model; set men and machines at work 
witJiin twenty-four hours; and began installing machinery in the 
new structures three weeks later. Deliberation, like caution, was 
alien to him; only a phenomenal memory enabled him to keep 
his deals straight—he worked so fast that the rcctwds were always 
behind. 

It was not long before Durant’s baby giant b^n to show 
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symptoms of acute indigestion: he had forced it to swallow mom 
than it was able to assimilate. Its second year of operatimis told 
the story. Net sales, amounting to nearly fifty millicais, exceeded 
those of the first year by some two-thirds: net profits, at slightly 
more than ten million dollars, showed an increase of little mote 
than one millicm. Though volume of business had risen beyond 
expectatiims, the rate of profit had dwindled alarmingly, and the 
a>mpany*s outstanding commitments had swollen to a hug^ figure. 
Undaunted, perhaps even ignmrant of this sttuaticm, Durant had 
meanwhile undertaken further expansion. In doing so, he had 
closed one of the most mii^ided deals of all time. 

This involved the purchase of what purported to be patent 
rights to an important innovation. The electric automobile lamp 
had just appeared and, as Durant correctly foresaw, it was destined 
to replace the acetylene and kerosene lamps then in use. Patent 
rights to a tungsten filament electric lamp were claimed by John 
Albert Heany, who had organised the Heaiiy lamp Company to 
exploit it. It was into this company that Durant bought heavily, 
paying, as usual, with General Motors stock. But Heany's right 
to a patent was being contested by so formidable a claimant as the 
General Electric Company, and the Patent Office presently dis- 
missed his application. This made his lamp worthless, and 
Durant's purchase a complete fiasco. It had involved a toss of 
between five and twelve millions of dollars. Ultimately, the 
worthless lamp proved to be almost as miraculous as Aladdin's, 
but not for Durant. Between 1910 and igay, fifty millions 
dollars in dividends were paid by General Motors on the stock 
issued to the Heany Company, and iu market value rose to three 
hundred and twenty millions of dollars. 

On a smaller scale, some of Durant's other acquisitions proved 
to be almctft as disastrous, and by the stn-ing of igio. less than two 
years after its birth, his enterprise was in grave jeopardy. The city 
of Flint, dependent on the Buick car, and the city of Pontiac, 
similarly dependent on the Oakland, suiered from the first reper- 
cussions. Building construction already under way suddenly 
stopped; layoffs, occurring with startling frequency, brought hard- 
ship to an increasing proportitsi of their new populations, and 
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thus to local business men. To meet payrolls at the Buick plant, 
the company had its Boston distributor express suitcases contain- 
ing cash; the funds could not be remitted through banks because 
the company’s accounts were overdrawn. In Detroit, the Cadillac 
organization— which, during the year, had poured two million 
dollars into the General Motors treasury — ^was able to meet its 
payroll only because a joint emergency meeting of the directors of 
two banks furnished a loan of five hundred thousand dollars just 
before pay-off time. Durant, with characteristic intrepidity, took 
to the road in a desperate effort to raise enough money to save 
his tottering giant. 

6 Wall StiSMt Mov«t In 

Bankers in New York and Boston, in Chicago, St. Louis and 
Kansas City refused Durant their aid. In a very few years, they 
would, as a matter of course, base the credit of a holding company 
on the earnings of its subsidiaries; in Durant’s case, they rejected 
this policy with expressions of horror. To them, there was some- 
thing deeply shocking in Durant's vision of the future, in his 
daringly adventurous methods and imperturbable optimism. They 
could feel only h(»tility to a man who had over-reached himself 
so spectacularly, who stood on the brink of ruin, but who never- 
theless prophesied that, if permitted to continue in his courses, 
he would soon be building and selling one hundred thousand 
cars a year. For they distrusted the automobile industry as pro- 
foundly as they distrusted Durant. Clearly, the automobile “craze” 
would peter out in precisely the same fashion as had the earlier 
bicycle "craze" — in a sulphurous odor of widespread bankruptcy; 
and the fact that there were already nearly half a million cars 
registered in the land did not change this melancholy, but 
inevitable, certainty. 

Nor could the bankem be persuaded that they were charged 
with a social responsibility, in the public interest, to come to the 
rescue of an industrial unit that dominated the economy of two 
American cities, and was also one of the largest employers of labor 
in the nation. Yet, by the autumn of igio, certain social conse- 
t|uences of the situation were evident. In the cities of Flint and 
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Pontiac, the prospect of a complete shut-down of plant operations 
had produced financial uncertainty bordering on panic, and 
unemployment was giving rise to distress reflected in political 
unrest. The economic future of the state of Michigan was obviouslv 
involved, and it seemed likely that if Durant’s weakened empim 
crashed, a nation-wide dcfnessicm might follow. 

During a last desperate trip to Eastern cities, Durant was 
informed that his empire could be saved, but only at the humillab. 
hag cost of his own abdication. At the outset of his feverish quest 
for mtmey, eight million dollars would have met the emergency. 
Now, after six months, only a loan of twelve millions could avert 
bankruptcy. The banking houses of J. and W. Seligman, in New 
York, and Lee, Higginson, in Bmton, were ready to rescue General 
Motors. Their terms were as harsh as if they had been military 
conquerws, not bankers. As a preliminary condition, they required 
Durant to give up his control of the company, and eliminate 
himseU from its future management. This demand he had not 
foreseen, even allowing for the universal hostility of the banking 
fraternity. It meant uncondiiitaial surrender, and he could do 
nothing but assent. 

The ^nkers thereupon loaned General Moton the sum of 
fifteen million dollars. For this, the company gave notes bearing 
mterest at six percent, secured by a blanket mortgage on all iu 
proj^y. But although indebted, as to principal and interest, foe 
the full amount, the company did not receive it. Two and one- 
quarter millions were retained by the bankers. This was their 
modest commission for making the loan. In addition, they exacted, 
and were given, more than six million doliara worth of the 
company s stock. Thus, before funds were made available, the 
bankers had assured themselves of a profit on the transaction 
amounting to very nearly fifty percent. Nor were they, even 
tem^nly. out of pocket as respects the money they advanced. 
By disposing of the company’s notes to private investors, the 
bankers retrieved their principal, and ahifted the buitlen of their 
loan toners. Moreover, they insisted on the execution of a legal 
trusteeship. Thii gave the bankers complete control overX 
company s affairs and future opcratioiw. It likewise enabled them 
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to issue securities for which they created a market on the New York 
Stock Exchange, thus for the first time making automotive shares 
financially respectable. In this fashion, the bankers transferred to 
the general public the speculative risks arising from their future 
conduct of an enterprise which — for their own immediate profit— 
they had already saddled with an enormous debt. As an historian 
of the industry remarked long afterwards, in a masterly under- 
statement, this whole loan transaction revealed, on a large scale, 
the high cost of financing automobile enterprises. 

Few Americans, at the time, thought this situation irregular, 
or detected its irony. Having taken their tribute, conservative 
bankers were now masters of the largest productive unit of an 
industry in whose future they had no confidence whatever; and 
although they had themselves reduced it to bondage, what could 
be more lexical than the assumption that, by doing so, they had 
miraculously restored its vigor and improved its opportunities? 
A vast increase in the demand for automobiles was soon evident. 
In five years, repstrations of cars leaped from less than half a 
million to more than two million. f<x this, one engineering in- 
novation was laigely responsible. Almost overnight, it doubled 
the market for automobiles by making them as available to women 
as to men. The bankers, believers in progress unsullied by risk, 
took a dim view of it. 

One of the most discouraging hazaurds of driving a car was the 
initial task of starting it. For engines had to be cranked by hand. 
Wrestling with an oWurate crank, leaping from crank to spark- 
control to advance the sfark and reflate the flow of gasoline 
before the temperamental engine went dead, was a gymnastic 
feat that daunted even the most enthusiastic motorist. The job of 
cranking, alone, was exhausting as well as back-breaking. It drove 
strong men to bad temper and profanity; it was hopelessly beyond 
the strength of nearly all women. And it was a fertile source of 
accidents. The most common mishap was a broken wrist produced 
by the backfiring of the engine; with the growing popularity of 
the Model-T, physicians bi^an to describe this as a "Ford frac- 
ture." Gashed hands and broken arms were also prevalent among 
motorists. Even more serious injuries occurred when — u happened 
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frequently — the engine had been left in gear, and the caf ' 
forward on its careless cranker. 

7 The Ladies' Aid 

Inventors had long been tinkering with various types 
starter, but none had yet succeeded in producing a pra* 
device. All this was familiar to Henry Martyn Leland "'/f 
1910, he agreed to examine a model built by a young ma 
Dayton, Ohio. Whatever his skepticism, Leland had a 
interest in the matter. For an elderly friend of his had 
sustained fatal injuries while cranking a Cadillac car th 
stalled on Belle Isle bridge in Detroit. Deeply shocked 
incident, for which he felt a personal responsibility, Lela 
termined that a way must be found to overcome the mecl 
defect which more than any other, was certain to permanentl 
the use of automobiles. 

The young inventor from Dayton, Charles Franklin Ket 
had reached this conclusion even earlier than Leland. 
other experimenters were trying to perfect self-starters usiii 
pressed air, or springs, or acetylene gas, he had been w 
with electricity. Why should not the same power that igr 
car’s gasoline likewise start its engine, provide its lights ani 
them on automatically? Kettering was thirty-four years old 
he came to see Leland, and already had behind him consid 
achievement. Bom on an Ohio farm, he had graduated 
normal school, taught school, taken his degree at Ohio 
University, and worked for a telephone company before j< 
the National Cash Register Company, a leading pioneer : 
new technology. Its general manager. Colonel Edward A. I 
had quickly recognized Kettering’s talent and appointed hiir 
of the inventions department. In this capacity, he had per 
several improved cash registers, among them one that wai 
trically operated and came into use only some years latei 

Meanwhile, foreseeing the expanding part which scienc 
to play in the future of big industry, Kettering persuaded De 
help him launch an independent organization to undertal 
dustrial research in the fields of electrical and mechanical eng; 



Th* B«n*r Moum Trap [321] 

ing. The Dayton Engineering Laboratories Company — its name 
was presently abbreviated to the initial letters— was set up in a 
disused barn and, while awaiting clients, Kettering devoted him- 
self to developing his electrical self-starter. Manufacturers of 
batteries ridiculed his idea; no battery had ever been built witli 
sufficient capacity to turn over a motor; obviously, therefore, none 
could be. When Kettering finally bullied one of them into making 
a battery according to his specifications, he met with an equally 
closed mind among the manufacturers of automobiles to whom 
he showed his model. None of them would have anything to do 
with it, and Kettering had little hope of success in demonstrating 
it to Leland. 

To his astonishment, Lcland’s technical judgment approved his 
invention, and Kettering received an order to furnish four 
thousand starters for the Cadillac car. He had a laboratory, almost 
no machinery, and very little money. It was only with enormous 
difficulty that he was able to begin actual production of the device. 
Meanwhile, Leland was meeting savage criticism from the banker- 
appointed directors of General Motors, who predicted ruin for 
the company as a result of his extravagant commitment of funds 
to an allegedly impractical experiment. The directors brought in 
three eminent electrical engincera, alt of whom insisted that 
Kettering's device could not possibly work. Everyone but Leland 
and Kettering gloomily awaited failure on the February day in 
igt I when the first Cadillac equipped with a Delco starter was to 
be demonstrated. While the directors and their experts watched, 
Leland, white-liearded, benign and imperturbable, turned the 
switch, adjusted the spark and pressed the button. At once, the 
engine roared. Lxrland advanced the spark and reduced the gas 
supply, and the engine settled down to a steady drone of power. 
The forebodings of cautious bankers and their skeptical technical 
experts had been disproved. 

The electrical starter .was soon acclaimed as a major invention, 
for it made the automobile, at least potentially, a universal ve- 
hicle. During the years that followed, Kettering added a long and 
varied series of contributions to automotive development. He also 
perfected other devices, among them a lighting and power plant 
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fodr fersu, which materially changed the lives oi many Amerioott, 
Invention brought him wealth and world-wide fame. Yet it ^ 
not his greatoit achievement. This, ironically, implied the ob- 
solescence the individual inventor, struggling along by himself^ 
working at random, c^ten without adequate labmratcnry fecilities, 
hnandal resources or contact with other minds absorbed by related 
problems. Kettering's most significant accomplidiment m$ the 
support and authority that he gave to a new concept of scitmce 
whidi, by the middle dl the twentieth century, had exercised a 
ppcimmd, bm-reaching efiact on American society. 

When he bninded his embryonic research organimtltm in 
Dayton, in igog, Kettering realized that the main source of future 
induttrial progress was the scientist's laboratory, "Unless we 
progress fr^ year to year we lose ground." he said long after- 
wards. He never doubted, as a scientist, titat "today's dteam li 
tomorrow's actuality" — that discoveries in the realm of pure 
science, supposedly promising no practical benefit, can be made 
socially useful by means of technology and their results widely 
diffused by industry in the form of new or improved products. 
"Changes are bom In men's minds," he said, “and worked out 
in laboratories." But as early as 1009 he understood that a new, 
large-scale industry based cm science could not rely upon haphazaid 
discoveries to secure the continuous improvements which it would 
find economically essential. Forty years later, the vast research 
laboratories of the General Motors Ccwporation in Detroit stood 
as the concrete exprenion of Kettering's major achievement. They 
realized his concept of science as a socialized enteipriie, and 
exemplified his principle of oi^nizing research as a group 
activity. By many Americans. Kettering might be honored Imt 
for his inventions than for having developed industrial research 
as a technique that insured both the continucHts making d 
sctmtific discoverioi, and their application to socially fruitful ends^ 

nvnifii ffiiiii sillii 

It was William C. Durant who laid the groundwork for Kettering’s 
achievement by commissicming him to organize and direct research 
for General Mc^n during the First World War, when technical 
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and scientific problems suddenly became of paramount impor- 
tance to industry. For Durant, excluded from the management of 
General Motors when the bankers took control of it, dramatically 
regained possession of his giant five years later. The operation by 
which he recaptured it was characteristically audacious and spec- 
tacular, and was to leave permanent effects on the structure of 
tlte nation’s economy. But it likewise had a comic aspect which 
reflected his jaunty contempt for conventional mentality and 
traditional methods. Durant determined to kidnap his giant from 
its watchful banker guardians. It was genuinely like him to carry 
out tliis exploit by forcing a pigmy to swallow the giant. 

Though the bankers had ousted him from participation in the 
affairs of General Motors, Durant retained his holdings of the 
corporation's stock and a seat in its directorate. But, after abdicat- 
ing, he had {jromptly turned to another automotive venture and, 
within four years, drove it to triumphant success. The venture was 
a new, light, low-priced car designed by the Frenchman Louis 
Chevrolet, a daring racing driver whom Durant, some years 
earlier, had employed to handle the Buick car in track contests. 
The car met with immediate favor; Durant set up a system of 
quantity production and nation-wide assembly; and when the 
nation entered a business boom with die outbreak of war in 
Europe, the new comjiany enjoyed a meteoric ascent. At this 
point, tltrough the mediation of John j. Raskob, a wealthy in- 
dustrialist wtio later rose to power in the councils of the Demo- 
cratic party, Durant succeeded in forming a working alliance with 
one of the nation's most powerful industrial and financial dynas- 
ties, tite du Fonts of Delaware. 

Of aristocratic French d«cent, this family had for many 
generations been the largest producers of powder and other ex- 
plosives in tite United Sutes, and in every armed conflict from the 
War of i8i« their plants had been the chief suppliers of these 
commodities to the nation's military forces. Each succeeding war 
had forced the expansion of their plants, but the outbreak of the 
First World War had caused an unprecedented increase in their 
facilities and operations. The peacetime use of explosives in 
mining, engineering, agriculture and other occupations had not 
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been sufficient, even befote w*r broke out, to absorb the produ©. 
tive capacity of their plants, and they had airwtdy extended thdr 
operations to the field of general industrial chemistry. Now, an* 
tidpating the eventual terminaticMa of war in Europe, they were 
considering future markets^ for chemical products. Comroandin| 
immense financial rotources, they were prepared to invett heavily 
in an indusiory likely to expand both as to its producUcm and ibi 
use of their products. Their principle, in this matter, was die 
reverse of Durant’s. He had been bent upon controlling all the 
sourc«( his essential supplies. The du Fonts cherished ambitioei 
to ccmtrol an assured, rapidly growing market for their prodtmts. 

By 1915, more than two and one-quarter million automobilet 
were registered in the United States, and the annual production of 
cars was approaching one million. Clearly, tlie automobile was be- 
coming an integral pan of the American way of life. Demand for 
cars and trucks was continuously increasing, thus confounding 
those economic experts who asserted that tlte market must reach 
a "saturation point.*' The industry was pennanently established; 
its new productive techniques were in use: its future prosperity 
appeared to be assured. And the automobile — itself a chemical 
device from tlte primary processing of its raw materials to the 
final explosion of its gasoline as it reached the junk-yard— 
promised to be a formidable consumer of paint, varnish, artificial 
leather, plastia and fabrics, and such other chemical products as 
the du Fonts were already manuibcturing, or might conceivably 
introduce in the immediate future. In these circumstances, they 
were receptive to Durant's project for regaining control of General 
Motors. As finally worked out, the strategy of recapture wu 
extraordinarily brilliant. Backed by the du Fmiu, and relying 
on his personal influence widi many General MtHcxTs stockholdeis, 
Durant incorporated the Chevrolet Motor Company of Delaware. 
Like the original General Motors, this was a holding ccrniputy 
with very broad powers, among them the right to acquire the 
securiti4» of other automotive companies, and a representative d 
the du Ponu was among iu directors. It was the intention of 
Durant and his Imckers to have this caaifxiny acquire, thrmtg^ 
negotiation and purchase in the qpen market, enough General 
Motors stock to insure a controlling inieroit. 
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The prize was a rich one, industrially as well as financially. 
Under banker management, General Motors had very nearly 
paid off its onerous mortgage debt. Its earnings were doubling 
every year. Plant capacity had been enlarged and manufecturing 
methods had been improved. For its industrial advance, the 
adoption of the self-starter and the introduction of the closed 
car were largely responsible, but the opportunities which these 
created were exploited by two remarkable, self-made, masterful 
men, both of whom were to play major roles in automotive 
development. These were Charles W. Nash and Walter Percy 
Chr^ler. 

Nash was bom on an Illinois farm and when, at the age 
of six, his parents separated, he was bound out to a Michigan 
farmer for whom he was to work for board and lodging until he 
leached his majority. After six years he ran away; after six more 
years, having made money by buying a flock of sheep, he was 
profitably operating a portable steam hay-presser. Soon after 
marrying the daughter of a farmer for whom he worked, he 
became a grocery clerk in the city of Flint, and left this position 
for one in Durant's road-cart company, stuffing cushions at one 
dollar a day. It was later said that Durant, noticing the thorough- 
ness and speed of his work, advanced Nash rapidly: within a very 
short time he became plant superintendent of the Durant-Dort 
carriage works. Here, he was responsible for a straight-line system 
of assembly that immensely increased production. When Durant 
took over the Buick car in 1904, Nash remained at the carriage 
works, rising to the position of vice-president and general man- 
ager. When the banken eliminated Durant from General Motors, 
he persuaded them to engage Nash to take charge of the production 
of Buick cars. 

Nash was then forty-six years old, without experience in the 
automotive field, but an expert in factory organization. Such was 
his driving force in lifting production that, two years later, he 
was made president of General Motors. In his old age, as a multi- 
millionaire living in California, he could look back on a career 
almost as spectacular as Durant’s but more fortunate, and part 
of his success he attributed to being "the most common cuss that 
ever lived." "I l)elong," he once said, "to the common people, 
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and I’m proud I do. I’m proud that lome o! my workimm call 
me by ray first name.'* The common touch on which Nadt prided 
himwtlf was also characteristic of Walter Chrysler, whom Nash 
brought into the Buick <»rganization socm after taking it over. 

Chrysler, wheat he entered the Buick plant, was thirty-five years 
old and almost as laddng in auttmuMive experience as Nash. The 
son of a locmnotive engineer on the Union Pacific Railroad, hh 
first j<dt had been as an apprentice, working for five cents an 
hour, in the roml’s sht^ at Ellis, Kansas. Ijiter, he to<& a con» 
spondence course in en^^eering; this furnished his sdie equifxnent 
in scientific theory, but the practical side of the profesdon he 
mastered on the job. He was superintendent of motive power on 
the Chicago and Grtmt Western when, in 1905. he attended the 
Chicago automobile show and there conceived an irresistible desire 
for a white, red-upholstered Locomobile priced at five thousand 
dollars. He knew little or nothing about automobiles, but he had 
developed an obsessive interest in any form of self-powered vehicle. 
He had seven hundred dollars in the bank and, Ixirrowii^ the 
rest, bought the costly white-and-red monster. He didn't want 
to drive it, and probably never did. He wanted to take it apart 
uid put it together again. Having deme so, he was convinced 
that he could build a better car for less money. Offered a jc^ 
building Icxomotivcs for the Amertcan Locomotive Company 
in Pittsburgh, he accepted it, and two years later was general 
manager of the works, at a salary of twelve thousand dollMs a 
year. Nash c^eied him precisely half this salary to join Binc^ 
mid with scarcely a second titought he did so. Like Nair, Chrysler 
proved to be a genius in plant economy and production, and 
whan Nash was promoted to the General Motors {Mresidency, 
Chrysler succeeded him at Buick, 

The industrial achievemenu of Nash and Chrysler were 
accurately j^uged on the New York Stock Exchange, where the 
price of Ganeral Motors shares had steadily risen even before 
Durant, In 1915. began buying fo>r control, driving the quotations 
up from eighty-two dollars a ^tre to a hi^, fee die year, df five 
hundred and fifty-eight. Wall Street knew that this nuuiwiy 
market was largely due to his operations. But duit Durant hi^ 
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the du Fonts behind him was not known, and the Street was 
skeptical about ttie extent of his personal resources. The bankers 
who controlled General Motors were perhaps even more skeptical, 
for they ignored the accumulating evidence of danger. When the 
directors of the company assembled for their annual meeting, 
Durant, still one of them, strode in with a smile. He was accom- 
fanied by men carrying baskets filled with securities and proxies. 
In a dead silence, he emptied these on the great board-table. 
"Gentlemen," he announced quietly, "I control this company.” 

In effect, the Chevrolet Motor Company had captured General 
Motors. The pigmy bad swallowed the giant, and legal experts 
were to have a field day in extracting it, so that the process of 
consumption might decorously be reversed. But in point of literal 
fact, Durant and his backers had carried out an (scploit which, 
many years later, tlie sober New York Times was to describe as 
“one of the historic bluffs of financial history." For the mass of 
papers which Durant jauntily dumped on the board-table repre* 
sented only forty percent of the corporation’s stock. Had the 
bankers mobilized for resistance, the amazing hoax might have 
failed. In perpetrating it, Durant took advantage of a condition 
that was soon to be recognized as one of the characteristic features 
of finance capitalism. That managerial control of a vast enterprise 
can be — and usually is — held by owners of a minenrity interest, was 
taken for granted by Americans in the middle years of the twen- 
tieth century. It was an inevitable mult of the wide distribution 
of securities, to a great extent in small holdinp, among investors 
unknown to one another, without facilitiM for collective con- 
sultation or participation in policy, and for the most part not 
sufficiently vigilant to attend company meetings. In carrying out 
his daring coup, Durant was. as usual, ahead of the times. He 
captured General Motors with forty percent of the stock. In the 
future, the du Fonts were to retain it with little more than half 
that amount. 

With Durant oace again determining policy, General Motors 
resumed its career of rapid expansion. Nash, who had brought 
mder out of the chaos bom of Durant’s irrepressible optimism, 
soon resigned his post, and Chryi^cr presently followed him. Bodi 
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went on to further triui!i(>hs as independent producers. In tie 
rosy aura of a post-war bocnn, it appeared that every Amerkaa 
wi^ed to own a car; ^ce not all could afford to purcl^ one, the 
corporaticai organized a subaidiary to finance installment-plan 
buyin|^-and sales shot upward. In igig. the oilosstts diowed earn, 
ings id sixty million dollars. It had become a billion-doUar con- 
cem. It hsid absorbed, or bought into, a formidable list of 
compandes producing a great variety id commoditiok It gave 
employment to some e^^ty^six thousand Americans. Under 13m- 
ant*s administration, an ethaustive social stutly was made <d tie 
corporation’s labor relations, plant conditions and the welfare of 
its employees. Among the practical results of this study were the 
founding of dte General Motors Institute of Technology in Flint; 
the undertaking of larg^-icale housing programs for employees in 
six cities; the initiation of bonus and investment plans. The 
giant was becoming aware of its social responsibility, and begin- 
ning to realize that measures of fulfillment would contribute to its 
prosperity. In the opinion of Alfred P. Sloan, Jr., a future presi- 
dent of the corporation, it was ’‘sailing alcmg at full speed, the sun 
was shining, and there was no cloud in the dty that would indicate 
an approaching storm." 

But in the spring of igao, falling grain prices presaged a post* 
war deflation. By midsummer, train-loads of automobiles were 
standung unclaimed in frei^^t terminals. By autumn, a severe 
depression had set in. Almost overnight, the colossus was, once 
again, in serious financial difficulties. Meanwhile, Durant^ — hc^ 
fully striving to support the price of Genera] Motors shares as 
earnings swiftly declined — had been buying stock in increasing 
amounts while its value dwindled, day by day, until quotations 
registered a loss of fifty percent. When the day of reckoning came, 
his personal commitments in the stock market toulled some 
thirty-five millions of dollars. 

The prospect that Durant would be sold out by his brokets 
became more imminent as the market continued to fall. It was 
obvious that a forced sale of his pledged securities would damage 
the credit of die coiporation, perhaps irreparably, and might even 
bring about a financial panic. To avert such a sale, the du Pants, 
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with the banking house of J. P, Motgan and Company, financed 
a settlement with Durant’s brokers, thus taking his shares out of 
the market. Although his losses were reckoned at some ninety 
millions of dollars, a portion of Durant’s fortune was wived. At the 
same time, the corporation obtained a loan of eighty millions from 
die house of Morgan, which thus joined the du Fonts in pxesiding 
over its future. When these arrangements had been concluded, 
Durant resigned for a second and last time. It is said that, calm, 
smiling and cheerful as usual, he left his office with the casual 
remark. “Welt, it’s moving day.” 

Single-handed, Durant had brought into existence what was to 
become the rac»t powerful of all industrial enterprises. But the 
colossus that he created outran his capacities, and ironically made 
him an anachronism. Perhaps the greatest of all American 
promoters, he failed to recc^ize that the day of the promoter 
had passed, that the methods of the promoter had become obsolete, 
and that he, as much as any man, had brought this about. Even 
more clearly than his contemporary, Henry Ford, he had foreseen 
the transforming effect on society of the automobile, and its in- 
dustrial future. But he had not foreseen the economic implications 
of the future, or realized that the corporate collectivism which was 
his objective would inevitably bring with it domination by such 
groups as the du Fonts and Morgans, who alone and in concert 
commanded the enormous resources of credit it required. 

Banished a second time from the scene of his triumphs, Durant, 
at the age of sixty, plunged into new automotive ventures. Sixteen 
years later, he filed a voluntary petition in bankruptcy, listing 
liabilities at close to one million dollars, and assets amounting to 
two hundred and fifty — the value of his personal wardrobe. In 
his eighty-fifth year, the city of Detroit celebrated the fiftieth 
anniversary of the founding of the automotive industry, and 
Durant returned to appear publicly with the other surviving 
pioneers before a generation which scarcely knew their names. 
But in the near-by automotive city of Flint — he had once rescued 
it from eccHiomic disa8ter-“there stood the Hotel Durant, and 
elderly citizens remembered the occasimi of its building. For with 
the dropping of the old pilot, the automotive cities of Michigan 
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had experienced a sharp panic. Might not the absentee ownership 
of Eastern capitalists and bankers bring them to ruin by moving 
the great plants from Michigan to the East? It was to allay this 
fear that, shortly after passing their decree of exile, die new rulers 
had subscribed three hundred thousand dollars to build a modem 
hotel named for a pioneer who had outlived his economic 
usefulness. 



CHAPTER V 


The New Messiah 


1 iflficleiicy ixjpert 

In 1008, when Durant first tried to buy the Ford Motor Company, 
Henry Ford was vexed by other worries than the &lden lawsuit. 
The ModehT, newly added to his line, had been an instantaneous 
success. Ford cars were becoming increasingly popular, as was 
obvious from the sharply rising demand. Under James Couzens’ 
vigorous leadership, sales were mounting each month. Yet this 
was a source of anxiety, not satisfaction. For Ford, who was in 
charge of the shop, couldn’t build enough cam to keep pace with 
Couxens' orders. In their new three-story factory on Piquette 
Street, men worked for a sixty-hour week in two shifts. But even 
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this schedule did not suffice, though visitors were impiesied br il 
laige number ot chassis always on the lower flow, 
ended and resting against the walls. Expanding businwiSS 
brou^t any s^ificant improvement in fwoduction med|2 
Cars were still assembled in very much the same way 
had been in the old plant back of Albert Strelow’s iiio& S 
major structural units of a car. built in separate departmem 
brought to a specified location. There, one or two highly 
mechanks put them together, thus producing a complete 
mobile. 

Though this was the only technique knotvn. it wu dosM 
inadequate. Nothing less than a drastic change in the sysaw^ 
production would enable Ford to cope with a prospective lani 
market. Recognuing ihcir own inabiUiy lo solve the pHMfm. 
Ford and Ckiutens decided to turn it over to a ipcrialist in mum* 
factoring procedures. The rx|}ert they called in was Walter U 
Flanders of Ohio, a massive, (wwerfut. curly-headed giant iffie 
could roar as loudly as CUnifeni. and was equally inthrpeiMteii^ 
hard*drtving and autocratic. Fiandtrs had been an eiqfer stiidflit 
of the doctrines of Frederick Winslow Taylor, already famoil 
u the apostle of scicniific management and the prcqshet of n 
industrial efficiracy greater than any yet realited— to be adikmtf 
through planning, a functional organisation erf processes, mi 
a standardising of tasks. Within a few months. Taylor himself mi 
to lecture in Detroit, to a group of automotive technkhmi, mi 
somewhat later one of his associates was to be employed by 
General Motors. Meanwhile. Flanders saw. in the Ford fiKtoey. i 
challmging c^portunliy to test out some (A Taylw‘s (wincyiK 
He agreed to expedite Fords production, but laid down tne 
conditloiis; he was to name his own salary: and he was to have SB 
absolutely free hand in rewpunising and equipping the jdail, 
Sewnewhat remarkably. Ford and Camsem not only cimsemed bm 
c^ti^^hiin m addiiiofiii incriniw. if Flatiduri iuccf^sibd |l ' 
producing ten thousand cars in twelve months, an ouij^i never 
before reached by any plant, he would lie |iaid a bonus of twen^ 
t tHinnd dollars. Iniroduccd as the new tiroduciion romaier, 
Flanders prorapily took off hit coat and went to work. 
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Within a few weeks, he had transfomed the plant, installing 
new machinery, relocating old equipment, reorganizing the opera- 
tions of the thousand workers Aen employed. He was trying to 
apply the theory of “line production” which Taylor, some years 
before, had developed for the steel industry. This theory proposed 
that the product should pass, continuously and with as few 
interruptions as powible, from its initial form to iu final one. 
This “flow” demanded (he laying out of machinery according to 
a plan radically different from the one then in general use. Instead 
of grouping all machines of a single kind together, as was the 
common practice, they must be arran^^d in an orderly sequence 
corresponding to the successive processes through which the prod- 
uct would pass. To produce the maximum efficiency, the theory 
also required the greatest possible elimination of waste motion; 
both in the actual work performed by each man, and in the 
movement of workers from job to job. 

In applying the theory, Flanders introduced notable changes; 
for example, in the process of final assembly. He assigned this to 
groups of mechanics who worked on a car simultaneously, each 
one being responsible for a specified series of operations. He 
provided helpers for these men, and runners to bring them small 
tools and parts as these were needed. Undistracted and well served, 
the assemblers were able to complete their job with greatly 
increased speed. After three nerve-racking months, Flanders had 
his new system of production working smoothly, and he succeeded 
in meeting the year’s quota of ten thousand cars with two days to 
spare. But this unprecedented achievement did not prevent a 
disagreement with Henry Ford, and Flanders left the organimtion 
to become a partner in another automotive enterprise. 

Nevertheless, Flanders Kad proved the efficacy of Taylor’s 
principle of line production. He had also established the fact that 
mass output of automobiles would require standardization of tasks 
no less than standardization of parts and materials. By mechanizing 
the plant more thoroughly, and by subdividing many operations, 
he had gained speed, as well as volume, of production. 'The effect 
of his innovations was obvious in the next year’s output, which 
very nearly doubled the record figure established by Flanders 
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himaeU. MeanwhUe. aware that hb new lyitetii had alrewlf oib 
dated their three-yeaiHild factory. Ford and Cknuumt deteniiiil 
to build another one. Skty acres erf cheap land were ho^li 
suburban Highlwd Park, ntmh irf the Detroit city line. Chmii 
tract was erected what Ford proudly described as a bigger fa^ 
than the world had ever seen, and ua 1910 tolerations wmttmii 
fened there. Within four years, it was to beomie wotUUmmiI 
as the birthplatx of two changes-Htcchnologkal and eoonoaiif 
having iinaiense soda! consequences. As an industrial uaih i|M| 
Ford plant at Highland Pirk was the wtander of its day. But, nfnn 
only one deende. It was to be wumSc obsolete by the powerful iengi 
which it released, and later it wis to he superseded by a mHBBsnod 
twelve-hundred-aore plant on the River Rouge, in Dnirbosii. 

During the firu yean at Highland Park. Ford's lamhictiai 
experts devoted themselves chiefly to perfecting and rxtcndhm:tbi 
innovatitaii in practice made by Flanders. 'I he company wti aosi 
manubeturing nearly all its parts, and the principle of tine |«o 
duction was applied to each. Cbrrful iob anatysia revealed dag 
further subdUvidon was possible in both the mcdiankal sad 
manual operations necesmry for the making of each part, and du 
work was split, again and i^ain. into smaller and simpler twin 
This pve greater continuity 10 the line, hut impeded die flow ef 
its product, since die part had to be carried or passed from ene 
operatkm to the next. To eliminate this waste motkm. fravi^ 
chutes were hWEalled: the moment a worker hniahed hit pardoig 
job on any part, he dropped it into the incliiMEd iroi^ Ul 
elbow, and it slid to the next fwoceanng place. This stm|rfa gp 
pedient qioeded up the production of wnall. light parts, hHl 
threstened 10 swimp the tisrmblers, who could not keep |iMi 
widi it. A new nmhod erf amembly was therefore tried out Tie 
skeleton chsisis of cars were mounied on pairs of wooden Immii 
snd set up in two parallel lines of sixty each. The groupi fli 
aaaemblers were enlarged, and each man was charged vdth a mm 
limited set ol operations. As the poupa moved down the we 
lines, each assembler merely repeated hta set of c^peraiians on ewjf 
sucomiive diaiais. Under this sytiem^he brM dial Ford Hcb 
nidant bad been able to devise— 4nal assembly of a IfoddT 
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could not be accomplished in less than twelve hours and twenty- 
eight minutes. This was the situation in 1913, and Henry Ford 
had already conceived his “life desire." It was to produce cats at 
the rate of one a minute. 

2 Tl»ft Conveyors Mmm 

Meantime, conditions aa the final assembly lines were rapidly 
becoming chaotic, largely because of certain radical improvements 
that were being effected in the sub-assembly of parts. Two imagi- 
native technicians, C. W. Avery and William Klann, had been 
inspired, by the effectiveness of the gravity chutes, to a brilliant 
extension of tiie principle which they exemplified. Was there not 
some more efficient method of keeping the work in motion, or 
"taking the work to the men instead of the men to the work?" 
Why not, indeed, mechanite the process of work-delivery? Casting 
about for a means of effecting this mechanization, Avery and 
Klann c,tme upon a suggestive precedent. For many years, the 
Chicago meat-packers had l>een using a moving overhead trolley 
to facilitate the dressing of beef. Carcasses, suspended from this 
trolley, moved past the dressers, each of whom removed a specified 
cut until, at the end of the line, the job was finished. The beef- 
dressers were engaged, so to speak, in dis-assembly; but could not 
a similar device l}e applied to the assembly of automotive parts? 
Avery and Klann decided to experiment with a moving chain, and 
a moving belt. 

In the spring of igig, they applied the new technique to the 
assembly of fly-wheel magnett^. Previously, each workman had 
produced a complete assembly, requiring about twenty minut« 
for the task, and turning out from thirty-five to forty pieces in a 
nine-hour day. Avery and Klann broke down the assembly into 
twenty-nine separate operations, assigned one man to each, and 
started the mechanical cemveyor moving at a speed of sixty inches 
a minute. This speed was too fast for the workers. It was reduced 
to eighteen inches per minute — and this proved to be too slow. 
A time-study established the proper speed at forty-four inches per 
minute; this gave each worker “every second necessary but not a 
single unnecessary second.*’ The assembly-time for magnetos was 
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cut to thirteen minutes, two seconds; and when, alter 
study, the height o( the line was raised by eight indiei, 
assembly-time was further reduced to seven minutes, and ag| 
aequently to five. As Henry Ford later boasted, this experlnni 
made it possible for one man to do in a day somewhat more wed 
thmi four men had accomplished before. Gratified by the sead^ 
Avery and Klann went on to mechanise the amembly cd axleii|| 
motors. Motors, like m^pietos. had been indivklually asseodii 
by single workers. Avery and K.lann br^e down tlM {Nreoii 
Ultimately, it was subdivided into eighiy-four separate open^MI 
with a worker assigned to each, and this force was capaMeii 
maintaining a produciicm level that had formerly requirai dni 
times their number. More imfiortanilv. within six months, dtt 
time needed to assemble a motor was rrdtit ed from nine hours nd 
fifty-four minutes to five hours and fifty six. 

But these prodigiotis athievements in subassembly had dll 
disastrous effect of producing a lioitle net k on the final asseoMjl 
lines, where parts were tiring delivered in greater profusion and 
at groiter speed than the lines were caftahle of matching. CoiM 
the new “moving assembly*' iechnit|ue. which had worked meh 
miracles cm feeder linoi, lie applied to the final task of putiii^l 
car together? late in the summer of tgis. after long and car^ 
preparation. Avery and Klann undertook to demcNtstraie thtt s 
car could be assembled while in continuous motion. 

This demonstration look the form of a crude experiment fw* 
formed before Henry Ford. James Ckiusens and other Ioh^ 
executivoi of the company. Two hundred and fifty feet fioer 
space were cleared. At cme end siooit a hare chassis, r^ped to a 
windlass at the othir end. Stcxkpilrs of fiaris and necessary lodi 
had been deposited at calcubted points along the route, 
assemblers, specially trained for the rxfirriment. awaited ^ 
signal to begin work. When the signal was given, the tdiMte 
commenced to revolve, slowly dragging the chassis toward k 
Immediately, the assemblers went into action. Sometimes walkiog 
beside the moving chassis, sometimes actually riding It, they 
picked up their tools and parts as they traveled, and kept stradfiy 
at work. Frwn the moment when the wiiidt4.M tiegan turning, dit 
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bare chassis was, quite literally, in production. Five hours and 
fifty minutes later, it reached the end of its course, and came to 
rest. During the interval, it had been transformed into a completed 
car. Moving at the scarcely perceptible speed of eight and one 
half inches every minute, it had nevertheless reduced by more 
than fifty percent the time required for final assembly of an auto- 
mobile. So elated was Henry Ford by this performance, that he 
ordered the immediate setting up of two permanent lines to 
institute moving final assembly. 

In the triumphant success of their demonstration, Avery and 
Klann had unwittingly fixed the pattern of all subsequent develop- 
ments in automotive technolc^. They had, indeed, done far more 
than this. For their crude ex[>erimcnt on tliat late summer day 
of igtg could he reckoned as the annunciation of mechanized mass 
industry — the material agency which, more profoundly than any 
other, was to change the American social order as the twentieth 
century advanced. Not many years were to pass before Henry 
Ford would proclaim machinery to be the new Messiah, "accom- 
plishing in the world what man has failed to do by preaching, 
propaganda, or the written word." For a large proportion of 
Anserican workers, the advent of the new deity produced two 
momentous results. From their working day, it all but eliminated 
the necessity for thought; and it reduced their movement to a 
minimum. Wherever the Messiah was properly served, in the 
vast humming temples erected by industry, the American work- 
man could cxfject to spend most of his productive years doing "as 
nearly as possible only one thing with only one movement." 

The coming of the Messiah was not long delayed. It was 
probably itastened by a relentless drive for speed which aippled 
one of the new mobile lines for final assembly, and resulted in a 
destructive accident. But, in any case, it was inevitable. For, 
obviously, automatic mobility could be further perfected, and 
extended to final assembly. The Ford technicians soon solved this 
problem with a masterly invention: an overhead conveyor, con- 
tinuous and completely mechanized; the very first of its kind. It 
consisted of a so-called "endless l>eU," sufficiently strong to lift 
the whole final assembly line off the factory floor, and elevate it to 
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the height of a man’s waist. Two of these devices were installed 
to fit squads of different average heights. They brought a ceaseles 
succession of chassis, for “man-high” assembly, at levels of twentj 
six and three quarter inches, and twenty-four and one half inches 
above the floor. On January 14, 1914, they were set in motion fo; 
the first time, and the new Messiah arrived. Three months later 
their revolutionary effect on production was fully evident. Les, 
than one year earlier, no Ford car could be put together in les 
than twelve hours and twenty-eight minutes. Now, final assembh 
took only ninety-three minutes. 

All during the next decade, the implacable march of mechan 
ization at Highland Park astonished the world. Soon, the grea 
conveyors of the final assembly lines were surrounded, on ever^ 
side, by tributary systems. There were some five thousand part! 
in a Model-T, With the incessant splitting and simplifying o; 
tasks, the number of departments making or assembling part! 
grew from one hundred and fifty to five hundred. Each was 2 
little factory in itself. So there were mobile sub-assembly lines 
carrying every part through its necessary processes, from ra'w 
material to finished product. And there were mobile feeder lines 
delivering the finished parts to the final assemblers. Perfect timing 
and faultless integration of each of these tributary systems intc 
the total operation, were obviously essential. But however closelj 
approximated, a perilous weakness always remained. For final 
assembly, upon which all other operations converged, depended 
upon their continuous functioning. A breakdown, or a suspension, 
on any auxiliary line, could quickly bring the whole vast organism 
to a standstill. It still functioned at the mercy of the human ele- 
ment. The worker was its most vulnerable factor. 

The worker could not be eliminated. But to what degree could 
his imperfection be offset? How far could his technologically waste- 
ful humanity be nullified? Three members of the Ford hierarchy 
were to be concerned with this problem. Charles E. Sorensen, a 
Danish immigrant, began his career as a skilled mechanic. He rose 
to power as the major expediter of Ford’s production lines; 
became notorious for a generation as the factory boss most 
universally detested by American labor; and. after forty years 
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of devoted service, was ignominiously dismissed by Henry Ford 
himself. William S. Knudsen, likewise a Dane by birth and a 
master mechanic, became a brilliant organizer of mass production. 
He built and directed Ford's earliest outlying assembly plants in 
the United States and abroad, set up to put cars together jfrom 
parts made in Michigan. Resigning from the Ford organization 
after a clash with Sorensen, Knudsen later became president of 
General Motors, and, in 1940, under the national defense prc^m, 
was named director of industrial production by President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt. Though he never achieved the notoriety of Sorensen 
or the fame of Knudsen, it was Carl Erade, the third member 
of this notable trinity, who contributed most to a solution of the 
problem that engaged them. Emde, 3 German by birth, proved to 
be a genius in technological innovation. His creative fertility was 
so great that, for a time, two hundred designers were kept busy 
working out his ideas. Long after both men passed from the Ford 
.scene, Knudsen asserted that Emde, more than any other individ- 
ual, had revolutionized the automobile industry, 

Emde dealt with human fallibility as a purely technological 
problem; its solution depended on perfecting machinery, not on 
improving workmanship. He realized that mobile assembly lines 
and their tributary systems could never function automatically, 
with absolute precision, while any process along their route in- 
volved the clement of hand labor, subject to the skill and speed 
of individual workers. So long as any manual work was performed 
on an embryonic automobile — whether in the casting, shaping, 
drilling of metal, or in any other operation — the whole productive 
prtKcss wtiuld be imperiled. The problem, therefore, was to re- 
place hand laljor completely by automatic machine tools. Since 
the sulKlivision of work had already been carried to a degree of 
minuteness never before attempted, this meant the use of innumer- 
able highly specialized machines. Nothing remotely like them 
existed. They would have to be created, quite literally, out of the 
void. 

One of Emde's early productions, for example, was a multiple 
drill which, plunging simultaneously in four directions, bored 
forty-five holes at one time in a cylinder block. Working at furious 
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speed for a decade, Emde created a long scries of automatic sind*. 
purpose machines, and adapted others, already invented. ’toZir 
uws. Once, when furnishing a manufacturer of machine tools 
with the design for one which he had invented. Emde spedSed 
that it have an output of two hundred units per hour. The 
facturer potested that no machine could attain this output, mi 
Emde calmly showed him one already in use; it had been Iwdlt 
expressly to test his specification. As a result of Emde's invendve 
wiaardry, Henry Ford was able to startle the world, in loss br 
announcing that, at Highland Park, there remained ntx evm l 
single vestigial hand operation. Tlic victory of technology was all 
but complete. So far as it could do so. it had succeeded in elim- 
mating the necessity for skill in any job performed by anyone. In 
the fourteen years that had passed since Flanders’ first experi- 
ments, it had transferred the versatile mechanic into a mere servant 
of the machine. It had made craftsmanship an anachronism, and 
thought a superfluity. 

3 Flv».Do»or Doy 

But before achieving this victory, the new Messiah had effected 
another change. It was equally startling and destined to be equally 
seminal: and in one week it carried the name of Henry Ftad 
around the world. This change issued directly from the relentless 
advance of mechaniaation at Highland Park. Ford and his asso- 
ciates identifi^ mechanization and progress. The workers saw It 
only as regression, inevitably and swiftly carrying them toward the 
status of sub-human automata. For production jolw were degei^ 
ating into the doing of one thing, over and over again, always in 
the same way, at a speed automatically fixed by the conveyor-belt. 

Moreover, the “speed-up," a natural concomitant of m»;han- 
ization, was already in evidence. Horace Lucicn Arnold and Fay 
Leone Faurote, the earliest authoritative analysts of "Ford meth- 
ods, reported tliat by 1914 the speed-up was being enforced from 
top to bottom of the plant. To his highest executives, they alleged, 
Henry Ford made clear that, unless they stepped up productitm 
every day, they could not expect to retain their Jobs. At the bot- 
tom, Arnold and Faurote described as typical the case of an opera- 
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tive compelled to lift his daily output to seven thousand units, 
after a time-study revealed that he had been making seventy thou- 
sand waste motions every day. Every Ford worker, they asserted, 
was ‘'perfectly aware that he is under constant observation, and 
that he will be admonished if he falls below the fast pace of the 
department.’’ Moreover, he was expected to keep repeating his 
particular set of motions at this fast pace for four hours at a stretch, 
without variation or relief. Everywhere, in the vast plant at H^h- 
land Park, machines crowded one another so closely that, as 
Arnold and Faurote noted, "There seems to be no room for the 
operators.’’ The crowding. Henry Ford afterwards explained, was 
intentional: every foot of floor-space carried the same overhead 
charge: and if a man and his machine occupied more space than 
absolutely essential, money was being wasted. Efficiency brought 
Ford machines, he asserted proudly, "closer tqjether than in prob- 
ably any other factory in the world." Every man and every ma- 
chine was given every square inclt that he required, but not a 
square inch and certainty not a square foot more. And there 
wasn't much personal contact between the operatives, Ford re- 
flected complacently, "The men do their work and go home — a 
factory is not a drawing room." 

To Ford's workers, the conditions implied by this statement 
were a source of growing dissatisfaction. They were being paid 
the standard wage rate: two dollars and thirty-four cents for a 
nine-hour day. Yet they were leaving their jobs in staggering num- 
bers. By 1915 when the plant required a complement of fourteen 
thousand workers, it had become necessary to hire fifty-three thou- 
sand men annually to maintain a constant force at this figure. 
From forty to sixty percent of the force were quitting every month, 
and the new technology of man production seemed destined to 
founder on mass desertions. Meanwhile, the militant International 
Workers of the World, fresh from their sanguinary but victorious 
strike in the textile mills of Lawrence. Massachusetts, during the 
previous year, had invaded Michigan. They poured into the 
Upper Peninsula, and struck the great copper mines. Tlxen they 
came down to Detroit, and paralyzed the Studebaker automobile 
factory for a week. They were attempting to organize the entire 
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industry; they were preaching the eight-hour day; and at the very 
gates of Highland Park they denounced Henry Ford as “the 
speed-up king” whose factory was a “sweat-shop.” Unrest within 
the plant soon rose to the boiling point. 

In this emergency, James Couzens invented the policy that 
was suddenly to make Henry Ford world-famous; that was to be 
acclaimed as the miracle of an inspired social savior, and, to be 
condemned as the mischief of an irresponsible social quack. Long 
afterwards, Couzens acknowledged that he had never given a 
thought to the welfare of labor until, one wintry day, he looked 
out of his oflhce window to see a group of workers, demonstrating 
against a layoff, being put to rout by the icy torrent streaming 
from a fire-hose. To his indignation at this sight, Couzens at- 
tributed his subsequent plan for a “Five-Dollar Hay” and his 
vigorous insistence on its adoption as company policy. 

On January 5, 1914— exactly nine days before the great con- 
veyors of the Ford final assembly lines began to move— -Couzens 
and Ford announced the new policy in a meeting with repre- 
sentatives of the press. Couzens read from a prepared statement, 
while Ford, tilted back in his diair with his head resting against 
the wall, waited impatiently. A week thereafter, Couzens read, the 
company would “initiate the greatest revolution in the matter of 
rewards for its workers ever known to the industrial world.” Be- 
lieving that “social justice begins at home,” the company wanted 
to share profits and future prospects with those who made them 
possible, for “The movement toward a better society does not 
need to be started universally and simultaneously.” To give con- 
crete effect to its humanitarian motives,- it was instituting a basic 
“Five-Hollar Hay,” thus doubling the prevailing wage-scale for 
common labor. Furthermore, it. was reducing the working day 
from nine hours to eight. The whole plan was based upon the 
principle of sharing anticipated profits; those for 1914 were 
estimated as being sufficient to justify a distribution among the 
workers of some ten million dollars. From the benefits of the plan, 
no "qualified employee” was to be excluded, not even “the lowliest 
laborer and the man who merely sweeps the floors.” 

To qualify for participation, employees had to be in the service 
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of the company for six months or more. They fell into one of 
three classes: married men, living with and taking good care of 
their families; single men older than twenty-two years, of proven 
thrifty habits; youths less dran twenty-two, and women who were 
the sole support of some next-of-kin. whtwe way of life was above 
reproach. 

When Couzens finished reading his statement, Ford rose to 
add his personal endorsement of the policy. He preferred having 
twenty thousand prosperous, contented workers in his plant, he 
said, to enriching a few "slave-drivers” and making multi-mil- 
lionaires. The various reforms embodied in the plan might, he 
surmised, serve as a foundation for a "new industrial order.” 

In the American press, reaction to the sensational announce- 
ment was immediate, but by no me, ms laudatory. The New York 
Times, in an editorial, declared that, "The liicory of the manage- 
ment of the Ford company is distinctly Utopian and runs dead 
against ail experience." It pointed out that the country’s other 
manufacturing industries could not follow die Ford example, so 
serious disturbances in the labor market were bound to follow; 
there would be diss.atisfaction, unrest and probably a wave of 
strikes. "We think the weight of opinion will decidedly incline 
to the side of doubt," remarked the Times, "or to prophecies of 
certain failure for the experiment so manifestly based upon a 
vision of universal human uplift through a single venture in the 
field of Ijcneficcnce." ITie Wall Street Journal, organ of the fi- 
nancial community, denounced the new wage-scale as an “eco- 
nomic crime.” Had Ford set aside reserves to insure the continu- 
ance of the current wage scale, "It would have been scientific 
and according to the highest ethia and true laws of giving.” But 
to double die minimum wage was "to apply Biblical or spiritual 
principles where they do not belong." Gloomily, it predicted that 
Ford’s blunders would "return to plague him and the industry 
he represents, as well as organized society.” 

To the American public — and soon to the whole world-— 
Highland Park ceased to be merely a unit of big industry. It 
ttxik on the dual status of a laboratory and a model, formulating 
the theory of an induiortal phticuophy rich in the promise of 
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social fxn^iress. and dctncNiMraiing iHat iis appUcatiwi vm t^ 
tical as well as profitable, like Miss Jane Addams' Hull }|^ 
in Chicago, Highland Park became even miare signifiouit for^ 
it represented than for what it produced: and, like HiiQ Hom^ 
it attracted vinttna firom distant binds, eager to study so ndioi 
yet so incantetiably succeudui. an experiment in tlu; erue ^ 
human welfare. For. astounding as were the poductive 
molts cd H^bund Ihurk (and the wcsrld had never 
their like), were they not to be attributed to an idf il, 
ethical attitude, far more astouiuling? Cktiainly. to the 
peofde everywhere, it seemed obvitnii that Henry Ford 
ing the efficacy of the Golden Rule: proving that, by _ 
socially respcmsible, great industry would maieriatly incraS 
multiply: proving, too, that twentieih tcniury capitalkm 
be made to yield a belter life for all. 

It was the Furopearu who named the new industrial 
ophy: "Fordism." Did it not signify iniire than the med 
conveyors and automatic madiines itiai many Furopeans 
be Us primary clement? Most Americans were certain that IW 
though they failed to agree on the nature of its ma|or bn 
tions. Liberals, tocioltigisis and refitrmm bad few doubts, 
lant at Ford's enlighiimed action in sliaring pofiis by i 
wages, they were the more impressed lircause his sixial cc 
did not find this sufficient. He seemed, indeed, to be as U 
reformer as Miss Addams herself, as deeply imbued wUhi 
principles expressed by Hull House and cuhrr social settl 
For he set up a "Sociological Oeparimeni." the private ey 
irf a public welfare agency, to minister to the needs ed bU workMl 
many irf whom were foreign-born and recent immigrants. It wi 
the functicm of this agency not only to rrhabiliiate the roUgiiiiii 
nnpioyee who was "wasting his sulisiancr." or "living unworth^f 
as a profit-sharer" (his life and habits often retjuired "con^iiMI 
revamping")— but likewise to aid. rduiaie and "Amcrku^ 
the morally worthy, esfircially in using their augmented inoonw 
for approved purposes: mainly those which, liy making thfll 
more efficient workers, would also make them better ciiiiCfU. 

Organised by Jolm R. Lee. a lalenied pioneer in Unhiltdd 
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sociology, the dejartment was soon taken over by Dr. Samuel S. 
Marquis, a longtime friend of Henry Ford, who had been his 
parishioner. In order to meet this opportunity for service, Dr. 
Marquis resigned the deanship of St. Paul’s Cathedral in Detroit. 
"We want to make men in this factory, as well as automobiles,” 
Henry Ford told him. “This company has outlived its usefulness 
as a money-making concern, unless we can do some good with the 
mtmey. I do not believe in charity, but I do believe in the regener- 
ating power of work in men’s lives when the work they do is given 
a just return." But Dr. Marquis, who began his mission with 
practically unlimited means at his disposal, and certainly with 
boundless hope, resigned after five years, a deeply disillusioned 
man. And Henry Ford then explained to the world that paternal- 
iKn had no place in industry, that welfare work was out of date. 
So the liberals, sociologists and reformers were deceived. What- 
ever else Fordism might imply, it did not connote the scientific 
application of social conscience to human welfare. 

The discomfiture of financial magnates and industrial tycoons 
was even greater, and brought about more rapidly. These dis- 
pensers of economic omniscience, privately cursing Ford as a 
traitor to the interests of their class, sentenced him to the public 
pillory as an economic ignoramus. But a profound fear colored 
their verdict: twenty-three years later, in reporting on the indus- 
trial progress of Wayne County, seat of the city of Detroit, an 
official of the city's Board of Commerce asserted that the Five- 
Dollar Day had caused a greater flight of capital and migration of 
industry than the insurgent rise of industrial unions during the 
turbulent igjos. In 1914, the masters of capital and industry 
freely predicted that Ford’s follies would bring him quick ruin, 
as was only just. They also felt morally obliged to point out that 
he was undermining the nation’s prosperity by his reckless assault 
on the established order. 

Orthodox wisdom was founded on experience running back 
to the very beginnings of the Industrial Revolution, more than a 
century earlier: it showed that prosperity depended upon profit, 
and that profit resulted from keeping wages as low as labor would 
take, and pushing prices as high as the market would bear. When 
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Ford, six tnonthi afirr imiiiuiinK the Five- Dollar tlbiy. annomioid 
that, if the compny succeeded in selling ihree hundred thousttd 
cars durii^ the ensuing twelve mcmihs. every fiurchaaer woiAl 
receive a rebate ol fifty dollars— it seemed that economic bcran 
could go no further. Fifteen and one half mitlitm dollars wem 
paid out in rebates during the summer 1915. Meanwiifl^ 
although the Five>Oollaf Day had cost Ford twelve million iMhai 
in 1914, prt^u that year rote by five million dollars to thirty mft* 
lions, and by 1916 had doubted, and stood at sixty millioiM. 

m MwUmmm MfICfillMi Hy ifllfil 

However extreme their distomfiiure. insight was not endndy 
lacking to the masters of finance and industry. (Ince the incmik 
ibie figures bepn to come out. they arrived at a |uh estimate of 
tbe new philost^y. t heir aituimaw could he measured by dM 
rapidity with which they inifKisrd Fuedinn— though not nintf 
that name— as the ofiicial reiigiun ol the American economy, t-t^t 
nearly every other ofikial religion, it was in cmtiain two bodia 
of doctrine, tine, alreraiy compoKtI. was suitahle Itsr communhas 
tion to the people: in it. the overlords recognised a gti^i 
ably eSettive for the purpose ol proilucir^i mass conversioiiii 
among its many merits was the remarkable one td liavlng m 
element of demonstrable truth. *I1tc second body of doctrine WM 
esoteric. Its fundamental theses, first worked out by Henry Ford 
himself, were gmdtially etaboraied liy the new industrial iheocnKf. 
They were tmmdcd to lie kepi secret: knowledge of them was tfi 
be restricted 10 the initiate, tlie great owrriords who. In the torn* 
else td their iheocraiic functiona. further refined and perfected 
them. For this second body of docirine provided the icchnk{nil 
which enabled the high pricMhmid td induHry to efcct th^ 
awmome miracles, with complete assurance, in lull view of t 
reverent world. 

Among tweniieihcentury Americans, the public creed quickly 
became a cardinal article of faith. Its superiiw credibility WM 
estabiidied by the immediate cemversion *d tabor and its kadevK 
for year^ workers foiqiht 10 secure em|doyttmii in the Ford pl«M. 
and their spokesmen exioltctl Henry Fewd as the viduniary prtXBid* 
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gatco' of labor’s Magna Chaita. Though the faith of labor and its 
leaders was to diminish, the middle of the twentieth century 
brought little evidence of any more extensive apostasy. By then 
the public creed had become so inseparable an element of the 
national culture that its restatement seemed superfluous. Its 
principal assumptions were extremely simple. Mechanized indus- 
try makes possible mass production, which in theory implies one 
great social gain: availability to the common man of goo^ which, 
under any other system, he could not hope to acquire. But mass 
production requires mass consumption of its products to operate 
at a proflt. The unit price of its products must therefore be kept 
as low as possible. A low profit per unit, under large volume of 
distribution, will return immense aggregate profits. 

Costs of production can be greatly reduced by economy and 
efficiency of operation. They can be further reduced by the pay- 
ment of high wages, which not only furnish an incentive to in- 
crotse volume of production, but create the maximum of buying 
power among the masses. Since, “by the application of engineer- 
ing skill," high wages are transformed into low wages per unit of 
production, “the power of consumption will be steadily raised 
until poverty will become practically a voluntary matter having 
to do with the willingness to work." So ran the public creed, 
which in time became even more sacrosanct than the Declaration 
of Independence or the Constitution. But this, surely, was only 
fitting. For who could doubt the luminous truth first set forth 
by Henry Ford: “The Declaration of Independence is not a 
business charter, nor is the Constitution of the United States a 
business code"? And who could doubt that other truth which 
was its corollary: “There is something sacred about big business 
which provides a living for hundreds and thousands of families”? 
Under the benign rule of an industrial and financial theoaacy, 
the ultimate sanctity of big business became, like faith itself, the 
substance of things hoped for. It was likewise the evidence of 
thinp unseen. 

The things not seen— -the esoteric doctrines and techniques 
that enabled Fordism to produce its ritual miracles—soon began 
taking shape in the practice of the master himself. By what magic, 



fSINIJ 'filii MNiAmw liiMiii 

for example, were hi|^ wi^ convened into low? Cksnly to 
rank and file upcm whote efforts the miracles i4 Fordian wot 
based, the possession of skills was no asset. They learned thek 
jobs within a few htmrs cw a few days. To be employed, they bdi 
to satisfy only one criterion; that they should be potentially able 
to do etmu^ work to pay the overhead chaises on the floor 
they occupied. For, as Ford hUnaelf remarked, he created the 
traditkn *‘that pressiim always to do work better and fas ter adhm 
nearly every factory problem." It was this, in great measme. dad 
he mamt by the "applkatioo of engineering skill." Thm da» 
soriptlve phrases merely disguised the speed up and Marctch>oi^ 
whkh industrial workers chose to define somewhat less enddii^ 
as "cutting costs by taking it out cd the men." In his effort to 
expand the mass market by reducing die (irke of his cars, Henry 
Fc^ came upon the item of cost, and deduced a novel ccononk 
theory. The way to discover wliai a cost ought to be. he iurmiae4 
was to set a price so low as to force all his workers to the hig hf it 
point of efficiency: a minimum selling prke wcmid not only yidd 
increased sates, but compel everyone in the organiiation to "dig 
for profits" As his production figures established again and i^piiaii 
this theory was entirely practkable. "if a man is pawl six dkdlan 
a day in the Ford factory," Dr. Marquis wrote after qulttirqi thd 
temple to the new Messiah, "he is expected to earn it. and ctsa> 
veyors tuned up to a six-dollar sficrd leave liitle to die will of the 
operator." 

Such cynkiwn was exceptional but. orcastcmally. diiquietiiy 
qumticms wore raised. In iqt^. a cliallenging discussion of the 
dfoct of machinery on workers in the automotive industry WM 
published in the Anmh of iht dmarican dcademy of PoUtiad 
and Social Sciencti, an erudite journal pobobly not read by 
H«uy Ford. Its author, fhideascw C^mrles Rritell of the School 

Businas Administration cd the Univcrtiiy cd Piiistnirgh, took 
issue with certain doctrinal affirmaiicms cd the new gospel, hi 
particular, he pointed out that auiumaik machinery was depriw 
ing the wmkers of those taiiilactiuns which confer a sense of 
human dignity and personal achievement. Hie siucrsi of the 
machine, this critk argued, must mn lie measured lolciv by the 
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goods which it creates, “We must see to it that those who build 
and operate it,” he urged, “share in a greater happiness because 
o£ this master giant now in our midst.” 

But the views of Henry Ford — ^many of which were adopted 
by other masters of mass industry — ^pointed to very diflEerent 
perspectives. A great business, he asserted, is really too big to be 
human. Sacred in itself, its continuance becomes a holy trust. 
Necessarily, therefore, its interests are more important than those 
of the individuals whose labors make it productive. Economically, 
it exists for the sole purpose of being prosperous. This purpose 
must take precedence over every other; because, as Ford declared, 
“We now know that anything which is economically right is also 
morally right.” large-scale mechanized industry could achieve its 
paramount purpose, Ford held, only by continuously expanding 
production. “To produce, produce,” he exhorted; “to get a sys- 
tem that will reduce production to a fine art; to put production 
on such a basis as will provide means for expansion and the 
building of still more shops, the production of still more thou- 
sands of useful things — that is the real industrial idea.” What 
matter that this ideal exacted the creation of an “impersonal 
system wherein the workman has become something less than a 
person — ^a mere part of the system"? The ideal was economically 
sound. It was therefore morally right. 

Sympathy for the workman who became “something less than 
a person” was misguided. Ford held. It sprang from the absurd 
belief that all men are equal; to insist that they are is to do the 
maximum disservice to humanity. For, patently, men are not 
equal, and any democratic conception which strove to make them 
so was^o more than an effort to block progress. The worker was 
endowed with a special kind of mentality, characteristic of the 
great majority of men. This type of mind found no terror in 
work which consisted only of performing one operation, over and 
over again, always in the same way. To the contrary; its ideal was 
a job in which a man did not have to think. 

Indeed, Ford asserted, for most purposes and most people it 
was necessary to establish a routine and make motions purely 
repetitive — otherwise, the individual would not get enough work 
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done to be able to live by his own exertions. To such people— 
the great majority, the workers — ^mechanized industry finished 
the best opportunity of gaining a livelihood. But industry re- 
tained the moral right to insist that its machines be utilized to 
full capacity. In these circumstances, Ford argued, the cultivation 
of “good feeling” in industry was nonsense, and morally debilitat- 
ing nonsense, at that. Workers were in the factory for the sole 
function of accomplishing the greatest possible amount of work, 
in order to receive the highest possible pay. It was not necessary 
for the employer to love the employee, or for the employee to love 
the employer. “Business holds no place for democracy,” he de- 
clared, “if by democracy is meant the shaping of policies by the 
vote of a large number of people or their delegates.” And democ- 
racy had nothii^ to do with the question, “Who ought to be 
boss?” 

Inevitably, this philosophy found acceptance among the mas- 
ters of mass industry. But its social cost was not computed by the 
American people until the fourth decade of the century. Then, 
while the effects of the Great Depression still afflicted the nation, 
it suffered a period of industrial warfare that was unprecedently 
savage, widespread and prolonged. During its course, the prac- 
tices to which the new industrial philosophy had given birth 
received frequent and dramatic illustration. They were also ex- 
pounded in publications issued by agencies of the Federal govern- 
ment. Americans who wished to reckon the cost, to their society, 
of large-scale industry’s adherence to the tenets of Fordism, no 
longer lacked the materials required for appraisal. 

Some were made available in exhaustive documentary records 
published by the National Labor Relations Board. Others were 
set forth in a sober, searing report issued by a sub-committee of 
the United States Senate. This group, presided over by Senator 
Robert M. La Follette, Jr., and responsible to the Committee 
on Education and Labor headed by Senator Elbert D. Thomas, 
investigated industry’s violation of the right of free speech and 
assembly, and its interference with the right of labor to or^mize 
and bargain collectively. Their report, running to six closely 
printed volumes, considered such practices as the maintenance 
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of private police systems, industrial espionage, and the recourse 
of industry to professional, nation-wide strike-breaking services. 
It, too, illuminated certain features of the American way of life 
in the machine age— features previously ignored by many Amer- 
icans not destitute of good will. 

The practices thus exposed were not unfemiliar to workers in 
Ford plants throughout the United States. Some had originated 
during the early years at Highland Park. Others were instituted 
at the vast new plant on the River Rouge. Both the old and the 
new became standard in the outlying establishments of the Ford 
empire. By the ipgos their systematic use had been developed to 
an efficiency that, while not unique in American industry, was 
not elsewhere excelled. Three factors contributed to the rapid 
attainment of this efficiency. One was a crisis in the affairs of 
the Ford company. A second was the rise to power, in the com- 
pany, of a man whose mind was singularly attuned to that of 
Henry Ford. A third was the swift upsurge of industrial union- 
ism, and the spectacular victory achieved by the United Automo- 
bile Workers in their first collision with their employers. 

5 The Fall of Lizzie and the Rise of Bennett 

The crisis that broke upon the Ford company in 1926 had been 
foreseen by almost everyone but Henry Ford himself. Fabulous 
success had intensified his old obstinacy; had given him, likewise, 
a conviction of personal infallibility. For a decade or more the 
Model-T, child of his own mind, had accounted for one half the 
automobile production of the United States. It had put a nation 
on wheels, transformed the habits of a people, produced enor- 
mous changes in the American social order. But the mind that 
had conceived this revolutionary product did not understand 
many of its effects. In 1926, the Model-T was almost precisely 
what it had been in 1909; it was uniquely unchanged in an 
America that it had itself largely remade. And, abruptly, it was 
made obsolete by the revolution which it had precipitated. 

The approaching death of Model-T was presaged by ominously 
falling sales, a condition frcan which it had been exempt since 
the day of its birth. In the America of the post-war era, laced with 
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hard-surfaced roads, dotted with garish movie palaces and gaudy 
speakeasies, devoted to speed and jazz, incubating the greatest 
bull-market of all time, and yearning for the socially established 
proofs of personal success — ^in such an America, the gaunt, naked, 
slow-paced, unimproved Model-T was an anachronism; an his- 
torical relic of the age of impassable roads, isolated hirms artH 
garageless villages for which it had been designed. Ownership of a 
Model-T had become a public confession of personal failure. 

For the mores of post-war America proposed a new criterion 
of social status: the possession of an up-to-the-minute car. The 
multiplying used-car lots of the nation were an outlet for the 
discarded models of yesteryear; in them, one could usually buy, 
for less than the two hundred and ninety dollars which the 
Model-T cost new, a more presentable vehicle. The American 
people had shifted the emphasis of their demand; it fell, now, on 
style rather than price. William S. Knudsen, at General Motors, 
had been quick to detect this; and in his redesigned Chevrolet he 
was offering them the kind of car they wanted. By 1926, Knudsen 
had displaced Ford from his position of preeminence in the in- 
dustry — a. position which Ford was never thereafter to regain. In 
the following spring, Henry Ford reluctantly acknowledged de- 
feat. When the fifteen-millionth Model-T rolled off his conveyors, 
the great Ford plants shut down. For very nearly a year, while a 
new model was being designed and the plants were re-tooled to 
produce it, some one hundred thousand workers were forced to 
find other employment or go on relief. Many Ford agents skidded 
into bankruptcy. Wage-earners employed by firms supplying parts 
and materials to Ford found their livelihood threatened, or cut 
oflE. Uncounted merchants, small tradesmen, landlords, physicians 
and others were indirectly affected by an economic disturbance 
whose true source was the reactionary industrial thinking of 
America’s most progressive industrialist. 

When the Ford plants reopened for production of the new car. 
Ford’s determination to win back his former market imposed a 
rigorous cutting of costs. This resulted, as usual, in a general 
reduction of wages, an accelerated speed-up, a more exhaustive 
stretch-out. These measures were made effective by Charles E. 
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Sorensen, whose single policy, according to Dean Marquis, was to 
“put the fear of God into labor.” To aid him in carrying it out, 
Henry Ford created a new department, headed by a man who 
was to become one of the most sinister figures in American in- 
dustrial history. It was Harry Herbert Bennett’s function to build 
the Ford “Service Department” into a private militia, proficient 
in the arts of espionage, terrorism and labor-baiting. For these 
arts were apparently indispensable to the ultimate sanctity of big 
business, and had their warrant in the doctrine that whatever is 
economically right is morally right likewise. 

To the discharge of this mission, Bennett brought modest 
qualifications. In youth he had served an enlistment in the United 
States Navy, earning some celebrity as a pugilist imder the name 
“Sailor Reese,” Subsequently, he had enjoyed a brief, but al- 
legedly adventurous career in French West Africa, and after his 
return to the United States became a clerk in the Ford plant. 
While thus employed, Bennett attracted the attention of Henry 
Ford, who personally selected him for the post of chief watchman 
at the new plant under construction on the River Rouge. His 
success in this assignment led to his appointment as chief of Ford 
Service. Thereafter, his progress was meteoric. In less than a 
decade, “the little fellow” — as he was called, not always aflEec- 
tionately — emerged as Henry Ford’s accredited spokesman, chief 
strategist, principal executive and political deputy. Jaunty, cocky, 
vain of his physical prowess and reputation for toughness, cynically 
indifferent to public opinion, contemptuously frank about his 
purposes and methods, Bennett used his power in ways that broad- 
ened the social education of the American people. 

The private militia that he organized, reputedly the largest 
in existence, became a highly efficient instrument. In a statement 
at least half-true, Bennett once described them succinctly: 
“They’re a lot of tough bastards, but every goddamn one of 
them’s a gentleman.” For a time, their membership included a 
sprinkling of college athletes. His acquaintance in pugilistic 
circles enabled Beimett to recruit boxers and wrestlers. Appointed 
to the Michigan Prison Commission, he did not forget Henry 
Ford’s fcuth in the regenerative power of work in men’s lives. 
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but adc^ted it so wholebcwrtedly that Ford was able to boast ^ 
eight thousand former prison inmates were on his payitdl. Stfl} 
pursuing the elusive ideal of fused toughness and goitility, &». 
nett also dipped his net into the underworld of {pmpters and 
racketeers. Two eminent representative of this t ummunity— Joe 
Adtmis, boss of gai^p in Brooklyn. New Vork. and Chesttr la 
Mare, supreme overlord of Detroit's rackefeer»~-in the guise of 
private enterprisers enjoyed profitaUc business cmmectlaQs wUt 
the Ford oompany. Beni^i publidy acknowledged the elwMny ig 
of his relations with Detroit's underworld, and openly oaltivaied 
some of its lesser leaders: obviously, they could furnish peraonad 
for hU army. He conhded its traiitfog to an old friend. Nomas 
Selby. Belter known under his profcsMonal name of ‘Kid" hfcGoy, 
Selby was a discredited veteran of the prise ring, recently p»Toled 
from a C'jilifornia pisem where hr had tieen aerving a long sen> 
tence for an exprriitirni in {iurely ainaieur killing. 

But. although admirably taught by MiCaiy. an army did wot 
serve to accomplisli all of llennetr* purposes. He ihereftNe con 
trived to have two of his henchmen apptinied to public office hi 
Dearlmm, the site of the great River Rouge plant. One of then, 
Carl Brooks, remained for twelve years its chief ai police; this, 
and other connections, assured Beniicii's dtHtiinance over the 
city. Similarly, by exploiting his ability to povide Ford u, 
the request of politicians, ai^ his reputed command al the vnm 
of Ford employes, Bennett likewise gained considerable inBoft ict 
in Michigan Mate politica. At the pink of its developcncfii. Ben* 
neu's machine therefore conMliuied an ouisiandit^t achtevemait. 
It poneiaed a formidable pivaie army: It was advantageously 
allM to die criminal unc^wortd: it conirolled major pil^ 
foncti«» in an Amerioin city: and its authority in the conduct 
<d the public affairs of an American stale was •ubnaniial. Even 
Henry Ford, doiicsicd to die concep of s universal machine, 
couM not find ttult with this one. 

6 War niMl All ill Hindi d CoriMiP 

Indeed, the dkkticy of Brnnett's nsaebine. operating by remott 
control in every Ammkan city where a Ford idani was d omici led, 
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made it possible for Henry Ford, an inveterate foe of labor unions, 
to prevent the organization of his workers, and to flagrantly defy 
the law of the land for more than half a decade- Even before he 
began this one-man counter-revolution, the nation was given a 
preliminary view of Bennett’s militia in action. The celebrated 
"Ford Hunger March” of 1932 brought several hundred idle 
workers from Detroit to the Rouge plant in Dearborn, there to 
present a petition. It was not presented; instead, four people were 
shot dead, twenty seriously injured by gunfire, and many more 
otherwise hurt by the Ford militia and the Dearborn police. Five 
years later, on May s6, 1937, the nation learned of another en- 
S^^^ement in which Bennett’s troops staged an unprovoked attack 
and precipitated another sanguinary riot. In this episode, Walter 
P. Reuther and Richard T. Frankensteen, executives of the 
United Automobile Workers, having secured a city permit to 
distribute union leaflets to Ford workers leaving the Rouge plant, 
attempted to do so with the assistance of some fifty people, many 
of them women. All were roughly treated by Bennett’s men — 
described by an eyewitness. Reverend Raymond P. Sanford of the 
Chicago Federation of Churches, as “thugs, hoodlums and brass- 
knuckle men” — and, in particular, Reuther, Frankensteen and 
others were slugged, kicked, gored, beaten and otherwise viciously 
injured. Once again, in April, 1941, when Ford workers finally 
struck the Rouge plant, the Bennett cohorts performed with their 
habitual virtuosity and finesse. 

Meanwhile, in 1935, the Congress had passed a National Labor 
Relations Act sponsored by Senator Robert F. Wagner. 'This act 
guaranteed to labor the right of collective bargaining through 
representatives of its own choosing. Workers in the automotive 
industry had not been organized; the Chamber of Commerce of 
Detroit took pride in the fact that the city was “open shop,” an 
exemplar of the “American Plan.” But the young United Auto- 
mobile Workers had the temerity, late in 1936, to propose the 
opening of collective bargaining negotiations with the giant 
General Motors Corporation. Rejection of this proposal touched 
off a spectacular “robot revolt”— a sit-down strike which for forty- 
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four days paralyzed sixty General Motx>rs plants and eventually 
won the union its first victory in the industry.; 

The major cause of this revolt was not widely understood; but 
it had already been defined by a committee of the National Re- 
covery Administration, headed by Leon Henderson. Reporting 
on its investigation of conditions in the automotive industry, this 
body had sounded a clear warning: “The grievance . . . mentioned 
most frequently and . . . uppermost in the minds of those who 
testified is the stretch-out. Everywhere workers indicated that they 
are being forced to work harder and harder, to put out more and 
more products in the same amount of time and with less workers 
doing the job. There was a tendency to excuse the automobile 
manufacturer for the lack of steady work . . . but when it comes 
to increasing their work loads they are vigorous in denouncing 
the management as slave-drivers and worse. If there is any cause 
for conflagration in the Automobile Industry, it is this one.” 

After the Supreme Court had affirmed the constitutionality of 
the Wagner Act, in the spring of 1937, the United Automobile 
Workers set to work to organize the industry as a whole. Their 
prestige, immensely increased by the capitulation of General 
Motors, was further enhanced when their parent organization, the 
Committee for Industrial Organization, astonished the nation by 
securing the surrender of the United States Steel Corporation. 
By the end of 1938, every major producer of automobiles, with 
one exception, had signed collective-bargaining agreements with 
the United Automobile Workers, and these agreements recog- 
nized the manufacturer’s rate of production as an issue for col- 
lective bargaining. The single exception was Henry Ford. Only 
in his plants were the workers unable, through their bargaining 
representatives, to exercise a degree of control over the speed of 
the great belt lines which moved past them inexorably, set in 
motion by a distant and invisible mechanism which also could 
imperceptibly accelerate that speed until the tempo of work 
became unendurable. As for Henry Ford, he merely declared to 
the world, “We’ll never recognize the United Automobile Work- 
ers Union, or any other union.” 

With this declaration. Ford announced his rebellion against 
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the government of the United States and its laws; clearly, for him, 
the Constitution was not “a business code,” He was to remain in 
rebellion for more than five years, during which time the National 
Labor Relations Board cited him more frequently than any other 
employer in the United States as a violator of the law which the 
Congress had passed to protect the rights of labor, and which the 
Supreme Court had ruled to be consistent with the nation’s 
organic charter. From the outset it was obvious that, if Ford’s 
defiance of the law succeeded, a pattern of nullification would be 
established, not only for the entire automotive industry, but prob- 
ably for every other mass-production industry in the land. So the 
long, complex drama that unfolded was as significant for its ulti- 
mate implications as for its immediate import. Set in terms of a 
batde between Ford and the C-I-0-. the real contest occurred 
between Ford and the National Labor Relations Board. It pitted 
the absolute master of a family-owned, billion-dollar corporation 
— the largest purely “private” enterprise in the United States — 
against a constitutional agency of the Federal government. 

During the course of this contest, the Board passed on nine 
separate actions, relating to Ford plants in nine American cities. 
In all these actions, the Board’s decisions adjudged the Ford 
Motor Company guilty of numerous, repeated, and varied viola- 
tions of the Wagner Act. What the evidence disclosed was an 
organized program of violence, terrorism and intimidation that, 
emanating from the company’s senior executives in Dearborn, 
extended to all its employees wherever situated. “No case within 
the history of the Board is known to the undersigned in which 
an employer has deliberately planned and carried into execution, 
a program of brutal beatings, whippings, and other manifestations 
of physical violence comparable to that shown by the uncontra- 
dicted and wholly credible evidence on which the findings herein 
are based. Blackjacks, loaded hose, cat-o’-nine-tails made of rubber 
stripping and electric-light wire were among the weapons used by 
the Ford Motor Company’s strong-arm squad. There was no limit 
of brutality to which this squad and those who were directing it 
were unwilling to go if necessary, for at one stage, even murder 
was planned,” So wrote Robert N. Denham, trial examiner for the 
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Board in the case involving ihc Ford Mmor Compnay*! fdnit at - 
Dallas. Texas, in his officiai report. The case, he asaeited. «ai 
neither local n«r exceptional it represented the tvarkli^(Hxit oi ■ 
•‘a ctMnprehensive and overall plan lor the prevention trf the 
gantiaiioci of Ford employees, and the diacouragetnent of their 
entertainii^ uiy srillingneH or desire for such orpnitaiion." Bat ' 
among Ford caaea. it waa perhapi exceptkwial in erne reapea: the I 
bulk of Ua evidtmee took the form of sworn testimony oAcred by | 
Bennett'a own minlona. It thua revealed, in claittc perfectkNi, and | 
hrom within, the t^peraiiona cd Bennett’a machine. , | 

Theae operationa. in Oallaa and elaewhere. were made ^ 

by Henry Ford's reiterated conieniion that his employeoi had no ! 
wish to be unionised; that. ie^kiNd. they actively resented any 
propomla to orpnise them. l‘o give validity to this conienthNi 
during the period of Fewd's rebrllimi. ticnneti discharged 
four thousand workers who were either known to be. at were 
suspected of being, union members. Hr Itkrwiae srtured. at one 
time, a “vote of conhdrme in the latior |iolit irs of Henry Fosd” 
frewn more than nineiyeighi percent of ilir Ford prrsminel. At 
one worker in the (hillas plant irsiifird. "ti didn't make 
difference how we felt, we had to be against the CM.IJ.. and if wc 
luid not been, the sirong ann squad wouki have made us wish we 
had." 

The thillas plant enifdoyed some ihousanti tar Alieen hundred 
warkers. and preventive operaiintis lirpn ilwrrr in the qpriAg of 
19S7> dmrtiy after the arrival from nearbewn of a deputy aa^^ 
by Bennett. A booklet miiiled 'Ford Coves Viewpoint on L^or" 
was distributed to every employee: its conieni was tiescribed. by 
the Board's trial examiner, aa "tnflammaiory*' and ''tcurriloua to 
III references to orpnUrd labor," Under the leadmliip of Bo. 
nett's defntty and a iruaied employee td the Dallas plant, an "oW^ 
aide” or "strong<a]rm" sqimd of some twenty mm was set up; fc 
waa their funaion "to use any method they taw fti to keep the 
plant fnsn beii^ oqianiied.’* These mm were detached from thdr 
r^lar productiem jobs, equipped with blat kfacks. piuols, whipa 
and lengths of hose called "persuaders,'' and awigned to cruise the 
caf^ domino portori, faorber shops, tms irrminals. and simitor 
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places in the city where union activity or sympathies might be 
detected. The effect of these two moves was not only to instill a 
distrust of unions among plant employees, but a fear of reprisals 
from their fellow-workers should they be accused of union sympa- 
thies. As a final step, “inside squads” were formed; it was their 
duty to persuade the entire personnel of the plant to search out 
and report union sympathizers wherever they might be found, 
and regardless of who they might be. The task of the “inside” 
squad was to compel every Ford worker to become an ardent 
anti-union agent and labor spy, if for no other reason than to 
protect his own skin from the delicate attentions of the strong- 
arm squad. 

The strong-arm squad were instructed to run out of town all 
C.I.O. organizers, union advocates, or union sympathizers whose 
presence there might possibly lead to the organization of Ford 
employees. For this particular duty, the trial examiner found, the 
plant management chose “the most brutal, vicious and conscience- 
less thugs in its employ, who could be counted upon to accept an 
opportunity to indulge their sadistic desires in lieu of additional 
compensation.” During the first six months of their activity, there 
were from thirty to fifty occasions when persons were assaulted 
and either beaten up on the streets of Dallas, or kidnapped and 
taken into the outskirts of the city, where they were beaten, 
flogged, blackjacked, tarred and feathered, or otherwise mis- 
treated. 

In 1941, a momentous decision of the Supreme Court warned 
Ford that his one-man rebellion was very nearly at an end. In 
spite of the operation of Bennett’s machine, his plants were highly 
organized. A strike at his great Rouge plant ended in a victory for 
the United Automobile Workers. Ford’s reputation with the press 
and tlte public had seriously diminished; the good will of his vast 
empire was being jeopardized. After an election in his plants 
showed the desire of his employes to be represented by the United 
Automobile Workers, Ford grudgingly announced his willingness 
to enter into negotiations with the C.I.O. for a contract. When the 
contract was finally drawn up, and its terms announced, the 
American people learned that Henry Ford had granted the union 
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far more than it had ever asked. Alone in the industry, Henry 
Ford would operate every one of his plants as a “dosed shop”; 
every employe would be required to join the union as a condition 
of permanent employment; and the company itself would act as 
the union’s collecting agent by deducting its dues from the wages 
of every Ford worker. 

All that Henry Ford asked in return was the privilege of 

stamping every car with the union label. Of such is the kingdom 
of heaven, 

7 Universal Evangelist 

As an emergent public figure in 1914, Henry Ford himself was 
one of the most significant social results of his revolutionary 
technology. That he became a popular idol at once is not surpris- 
ing. His career confirmed the old democratic faith of his country- 
men. It proved that with ingenuity, perseverance and self-reliance, 
a man might still rise, unaided, from the bottom to the top of 
Ae heap. Other men of the day had also made a swift transit 
from poverty to riches, but Ford was unlike any of them^ For he 
appeared to be in tune with the times: with the people’s hope of 
reform, the war being waged against abuses of economic privilege, 
toe crusade for social justice blessed by Woodrow Wilson in toe 
White House. 

Latest of toe tycoons. Ford behaved like a champion of toe 
plain people. In fighting the Selden patent case, he showed him- 
self to be the foe of monopoly. In instituting the Five-Dollar Day, 
he proved his valiant friendship for toe common man. To count- 
less troubled Americans, Ford’s economic heresies implied a pro- 
gram for social progress. Did he not have a formula for equating 
business prosperity with Christian principles; for preserving toe 
profit system and ^ also procuring the benefits of a socialized 
Utopia? The hostility of Wall Street merely confirmed their 
belief in him. The shy, laconic, homespun inventor, having dis- 
covered God in toe machine, might yet lead his fellow-citizens 
into toe Promised Land. 

Shy though he was. Ford displayed no reluctance to collaborate 
with circumstance. He did not refuse to put on toe mantle of 
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leader^ip. Doubt about his evangelistic vocation never afflicted 
him* **I want to live a life, to make the world a little better for 
having lived in it,” he told Dean Marquis. “The trouble with 
people is that they do not think. I want to do and say things that 
will make them think.” After 1914, he seldom resisted this laud- 
able desire. As it turned out, the wellsprings of his inspiration 
never ran dry. The flow of revelation proved to be almost con- 
tinuous, and nearly all-inclusive in its range of reference. To 
communicate his provocations to thought, he enlisted a diaconate; 
copywriters, editors, journalistic ghosts, literary collaborators, 
biographers, a radio commentator, and the reporters stationed at 
Dearborn to await those happy occasions when Ford had some- 
thing to say that would make news. 

As a molder of public opinion, Henry Ford enjoyed an un- 
restricted franchise for more than thirty years. Anything he chose 
to do or say could, if he so wished, be brought to the attention of 
the American people. His wealth gave him access to the requisite 
facilities. His unique industrial eminence made his opinions, 
whatever their merits, and his activities, whatever their impor- 
tance, newsworthy at any time. But for the far-reaching influence 
of the counsel that he sought to impose, Henry Ford himself 
could not be held responsible. Its influence resulted from two 
convictions deeply cherished by many of his countrymen. They 
correlated the value of his thinking with the size of his fortune; 
for surely a man astute enough to become so fabulously rich must 
also be very wise. And they believed that his preeminence in his 
own field implied a singular capacity in all others. Ford himself 
genuinely shared these convictions. That he did so, probably 
added to the effectiveness of his mission. But sometimes, to skep- 
tical Americans, it gave that mission a grotesque and dangerous 
appearance; as of the blind leading the dumb. For, irrespective of 
their nature, the causes that he advocated, the doctrines that he 
preached, were invested with the magic of his millions and his 
myth. Along with them, into the scales of public judgment, went 
his incalculable prestige. Were they not, after all, the causes and 
doctrines of a man whose product had inaugurated a new era, 
whose methods prefigured a new kind of civilization? 
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evidence was always easy for a man so rkh. It was easier lor Fold 
than for mast wealthy men. since except in the field of roediaaka 
he wu tncompeumt u> judge tfu; value of any evidence prednoei 
and he was pmlisposed by temperament to accept any that a^p 
ported his own views. The Model-T was bom of a hunch, and hi 
htttory warrantnl his faith in the infallihtlity of his intuitioM, 
Once his mind was nwde up. he could not he persuaded to chup 
it. So he came, as Dean Marquis said, to have "an insulated mH t 
in an isolated body.'* The good tiran s •ttggrsiion "iliat if he 
stuck to the things he knew, ami let iluiar alone alNiut whkh hh 
training had not qualified him to venture an tqiinitm. he woidd 
avoid placing himself in a Inotish posiiion ' -iliat this suggestkii 
should go unheeded, should merely arouse all of Ford's native 
obstinacy, was ineviiabte. 

When the First World War tsad raged mer F.uropr for one 
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outer as an evangelist. The cause of war, he imisied. was “cap 
italinn. greed, the dirty hunger for dediars." t he villairu vi ^ 
piece were the iniemaiicMial hankers and munitions j^ofitcen. 
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purpose mu to work out peace terms acceptable to all the bclUp 
erenti. Ford's announord intention to "get the hoys out of tibe 
ntnehes by (Qhrisimas" evoked a sitmn of ridicule from the prtih 
and abuse from many eminent Americans. The expedition WM 
a foredoomed failure, in every rc^t. lieTorr it sailed. Ftls com 
tinued pacifism, after his return, caused him to lie demruisced. by 
the Chicago Tribune, in ierms which he conaidered libelous. Hi 
brought Milt apinit the newqMprr. When the case came to triik 
in 1919, he pve the press a chiask prcmouncrment. "HtMory is 
more or less the bunk." he aiaertrd. "We want to live in bbt 
present, and the only history that is worth a linker's dam is the 
history we make now." Under a week's piiilets examination in the 
witness box. he revealed unsusprcird dr|xhs id ignorance, and hil 
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steadfast refusal to prove his literacy by reading aloud permitted 
an impression to prevail that he found reading a difficult, if not 
altogether impossible, task. 

Meanwhile, Ford had unsuccessfully campaigned for election 
to the Senate, at the purported request of President Wilson. He 
had expressed his contempt for the parasitic principles of finance 
capitalism in a sensational lawsuit brought by his minority stock- 
holders, whom he afterwards bought out. And he had bought a 
weekly newspaper, the Dearborn Independent, in which he pres- 
ently embarked upon a long and virulent campaign against the 
Jews. The defamatory material that he published proved useful 
to the Ku Klux Klan, then powerful as a political force. Ten years 
after Ford had made public recantation and apology, this mate- 
rial returned to the United States as Nazi propaganda, and Ford 
received the highest decoration that could be bestowed by Adolf 
Hitler as Chancellor of the German Reich. 

In 10*3, Ford allowed himself to be launched as an aspirant to 
nomination for the Presidency by the Republican Party. At the 
same time, he sought to acquire Muscle Shoals, the future nucleus 
of the Tennessee Valley Authority, and the campaign of publicity 
with which he buttressed his bid caused a migration to that 
vicinity. For Ford let it be understood that he planned to create a 
super-power network, eventually to become the property of the 
American people, which not only would revolutionize their way 
of life, but the nation’s financial system also. But the terms of his 
offer for Muscle Shoals evoked vigorous denunciation from 
Senator George W. Norris, and despite the support which it re- 
ceived from various public bodies. Ford finally withdrew it. He 
likewise renounced his presidential aspirations. But the popu- 
larity of his projected candidacy was unmistakable. A large seg- 
ment of the American people was apparently eager not only to 
have him take over Muscle Shoals on his own terms, but the 
White House also. To them, he stood as a foe of political corrup- 
tion; an enemy of Wall Street, finance capitalism, and economic 
privilege; a champion of the common man; a proponent of fiat 
money; and an industrial wizard who would somehow, if per- 
mitted to do so, invent a machine to produce Utopia. 

At various times. Ford publicized his solution for the farm 
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problem, his views on the tariflf, his philosophy of education, his 
opinions of current feminine fashions, his theory of medical ethics. 
He campaigned long and earnestly against the use of tobacco. He 
was so thoroughly committed to the cause of prohibition that he 
announced the permanent shut-down of all his plants should the 
inconceivable come to pass, and repeal of the Eighteenth Amend- 
ment be accomplished. 

But perhaps the most engaging of all the crusades of the “sage 
of Dearborn” — as the American press fondly described him in hi^ 
later years was to make him the nation’s leading patron and 
conservator of American folkways. This aspect of his career was 
first revealed, modestly enough, in an attempt to revive, at Dear- 
born, the traditional square dances which Henry Ford and his 
wife had enjoyed in their rural youth. The notion once firmly 
fixed in his mind, Ford imported from Massachusetts a full-time 
dance instructor, Benjamin B. Lovett; cleared space for a ball- 
room in his great engineering laboratory; engaged a group of 
musicians having a repertory of old-time melodies to remain in 
constant attendance; required his chief executives to acquire pro- 
ficiency in the unfamiliar dance forms, and himself undertook to 
become a master of the art. 

The sequel, because of Ford’s temperament, was already im- 
plicit and predictable. It took him little time to inflate a personal 
hobby to the proportions of a national mission. The powerful 
publicity machine of the Ford company was hitched to his expand- 
ing purpose. In 1926, there issued from his private press a manual 
of the all but forgotten folk art: Good MoTtiing: Aftev cl Lapse of 
Twenty-five Years, Old-Fashioned Dancing Is Being Revived by 
Mr. and Mrs. Henry Ford. This compilation of valuable research 
was, in addition, an essay on morals and a treatise on etiquette. 
Contests were held, often on radio broadcasts, for rural fiddlers 
all over the land, and the winners were brought on to Dearborn 
with appropriate fanfare. From Norway, Maine, a salty septuage- 
narian, “Mellie” Dunham, was transported to Dearborn in a 
special train, with a sudden rash of headlines in the press, to per- 
form for the master and his gjuests. From Paris, another champion 
of the indeterminate future, Isadora Duncan, rebuked Henry 
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Ford for subverting American youth with “the servile courtesan 
movement of the minuet or the coquettish sex expression of the 
polka.” Her protest was not heeded. Under Ford’s patronage, 
Lovett set up courses in the early American dance for the physical- 
training departments of thirty-four imiversities, colleges and nor- 
mal schools. Students at these institutions carried the renascence 
into the nation’s school systems. 

About ten years after taking up his hobby. Ford departed 
from his lifetime precedent of veiling in an honorable anonymity 
those who had contributed to his fame. To his dancing teacher, 
he paid a unique tribute in the erection of Lovett Hall, an im- 
mense and sumptuous ballroom floored in teak. There, at his 
invitation, the aristocracy of Detroit assembled on Friday nights, 
in formal evening attire, to move sedately through dances that 
had originated in the bams of lonely New England hamlets and 
the log cabins of the Western frontier. As the century reached its 
midpoint, American youth owed to the nostalgic whim of Henry 
Ford three elements of the culture that nourished them: a prosper- 
ous revival of the square dance; the broadcast ubiquity of hill- 
billy bands; and the preservation, on phonograph records. Of a 
large musical literature associated with the diversions of the 
nation’s adolescence. 

But this nostalgic journey back into his own youth inspired 
Henry Ford with far more magnificent projects. The rebellious 
prophet who had asserted that history was “more or less the 
bunk”; who had declared that “a man can think better if he is 
not hampered by the knowledge of the past”; who had insisted 
that “all the world needs for the guidance of its life could be 
written on two pages of a child’s copybook” — this disdainful con- 
demner of yesterday and impatient spokesman of tomorrow under- 
went a curious transformation, probably more ostensible than 
real. For Henry Ford became an insatiable, determined conserva- 
tor of the relics of a culture which he, more than any one other 
American, had successfully undermined. His first venture was 
born of the recollection of Longfellow’s “Psalm of Life,” asso- 
ciated with his schooldays and the McGuffey readers. Learning 
that the Red Horse Tavern at Sudbury, Massachusetts, was falling 
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to decay, and told that this was the hostlery commemorated by 
the poet in Tales of a Wayside Inn, he promptly bought and re^ 
stored it. The undertaking was not especially revealing, but a 
subsequent action, scarcely noticed by his fellow-citizens, il- 
lustrated the paradox of Henry Ford’s personality. The Wayside 
Inn fronted on the Boston Post Road. Along this main artery of 
travel, there passed the interminable procession of vehicles he had 
popularized, clamorous witnesses to the new Messiah, destroyers 
of the carefully recreated tranquillity of bygone days. To keep 
those things away from his sanctuary— out of sight and earshot-— 
he had the Boston Post Road re-laid for a distance of two miles, 
and gave to the Ccanmonwealth of Massachusetts for one dollar a 
Stretch of highway that had cost him a quarter of a million. 

As a result of Ford’s predilecticm for the American past, future 
generations were to have, within walking distance of one another, 
two mutually contradictory memorials to his bemused spirit, his 
incompatible ambitious and affections. The transit from his 
sprawling plant on the River Rouge to Greenfield Village required 
little time; but these monuments were separated by the abyss be- 
tween two civilizations. At the Rouge, automobiles rolled off the 
assembly lines in an incessant stream. At Greenfield Village, they 
were forbidden entrance. Horsedrawn vehicles provided the only 
transportation on its winding, graveled roads. Along these roads, 
illuminated at night by gas lamps, there were quaint shops where 
handicraft workers plied their trades: a cooper, a cobbler, a miller, 
a blacksmith, a glass-blower, a watchmaker, an artisan in tintype 
photography. In the colossal near-by Rouge plant, some hundred 
thousand workers were so thoroughly disciplined to mechanized 
industry, so habituated to its routine of doing only one thing with 
one movement and no thought, that— as Ford himself foresaw — 
they would be unable to earn their keep without the aid of auto- 
matic machines. Those machines made the skilled craftsmen of 
Greenfield anachronisms, living museum-pieces. They followed 
their trades at the caprice of a billitmaire industrialist whose revo- 
lutionary technology had forever removed, from their contem- 
porary successors, all possibility of livelihood as independent 
enterprisers. 
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It the Rouge plant represented the fulfillment of Ford’s 
ambitions, Greenfield expressed the pieties of a man who distrusted 
most of the results produced by his epochal life-work. For he was 
skeptical of the progress that he had so immeasurably advanced; 
he disliked, and largely failed to understand, the new age into 
which his simple contraption had trundled humanity; and his 
heart and mind, less flexible than his mechsmical genius, lingered 
behind it, permanently enclosed in the narrow world of his youth. 
His friend John Burroughs, he thought, “had lived a wholesome 
life.” Burroughs, the billionaire magnate noted with a touch of 
envy, “was fortimate to have as his home the farm on which he was 
bom.” In the outward aspect of Greenfield Village, Ford at- 
tempted to perpetuate, for future generations, a souvenir of that 
mid-nineteenth-century rural America which the Model-T had 
destroyed. There was a village green, or “common” and, clustered 
about it, were a church, a school, a court-house, a drover’s inn, a 
town hall, a general store, a mill, and several farm houses. Here, 
empty of life, stood the shell of a society in which Ford had felt 
at home: one in which, “when a man is master of his own sphere, 
whatever it may be, he has won his degree — he has entered the 
realm of wisdom.” 

Here, too, were brought certain shrines that had kindled 
Ford’s imagination. Edison’s workshops at Menlo Park and at 
Fort Myers, Florida. The Michigan railroad depot where, in 
youth, he had been unceremoniously ejected from the train on 
which he sold newspapers, because he had set fire to the baggage 
car while making a chemical experiment. The birthplace of 
Stephen Foster; of doubtful authenticity. The bicycle shop of the 
Wright brothers, and the river-side cabin of Charles Proteus 
Steinmetz. Ford’s primitive work shed, back of the Bagley Avenue 
house. John’s Night Owl lunch wagon, a feature of Cadillac Square 
at the turn of the century. There were many others. 

And there was a massive replica of Independence Hall. For 
Ford had personally commanded the erection of a counterfeit of 
the birthplace of that democracy which he feared and denigrated. 
Its function was to hold his vast collections of “Americana.” 
There, on permanent display, was an overwhelming accumula- 
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tion of miscellaneous relics, many of great historical value, many 
of little worth. The total fulfilled his intention to “have some 
of everything.” There, among much else, were grandfathers’ 
clocks, antique glassware, chandeliers, assorted old furniture and 
threshing engines; locomotives and railroad cars, music-boxes, 
chums, dolls and cigar-store Indians; spinning wheels, early 
automobiles, whatnots, baby-buggies and hearses, “When we are 
through,” Ford had announced confidently, “we shall have repro- 
duced American life as lived.” 

But even with the expenditure of twenty-five millions of 
dollars, life could not be reproduced as it had been lived in the 
America of Henry Ford’s youth. He made other attempts to turn 
back the economic and social clock which he had so startlingly set 
ahead; to remake modern America in the image of the Dearborn 
of the eighteen-seventies. Nine country mills, set on the banks of 
various streams in Michigan, were carefully restored, then tooled 
to become feeder plants for the Rouge. In them, residents of 
the surrounding countryside fabricated certain light parts for his 
car, maintaining, in their off-hours and workless days, a limited 
cultivation of the soil. For America, Ford asserted, “it had been 
an evil day when the village flour mill disappeared.” 

Americans who came to maturity during the first half of the 
twentieth century habitually thought of Ford as the earliest, and 
perhaps greatest, pioneer in modem mechanized mass production, 
and this made him seem a prophet of the future. Yet, in all other 
respects, his career showed a retrospective, rather than prospective, 
cast. His reluctance to abandon the Model-T, though the roads of 
America passed from mud to macadam, to asphalt and to concrete, 
exemplified this; and he wtis similarly backward in recognizing 
the speedy obsolescence of Lizzie’s two successors. The economic 
stracture of his worldwide industrial empire was a defiant chal- 
lenge of the old to the new; with William Randolph Hearst, whom 
in many ways he resembled. Ford remained an exponent of nine- 
teenth-century industrial capitalism, as practiced by men like 
Andrew Carnegie, in an age of finance capitalism. His social 
ideas — which, during the second and third decades of the century, 
were taken with extreme seriousness — ^were those of a parochial 
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mind formed in the penultimate years of the nineteenth century, 
nourished on the bitter revolts of Greenbackism and Populism. 
His prejudices, like his ideals, were those of a declining village 
culture in its last resistance to the overwhelming tide of indus- 
trialism. He had the villager’s distrust of intelligence, of in- 
tellectual discipline, of book-learning, of the dangerous attraction 
of ideas; and he maintained,' to the end, his conviction that 
ignorance was not only wisdom but virtue. To Charles Kinglsey’s 
admonition to be good, and let who will be clever, he could add 
only the injunction to incessant work — ^in that, alone, lay the 
salvation of the world. 

In April, 1946, the River Rouge was in flood, and at “Fair- 
lawn,” Henry Ford’s great estate at Dearborn, the rising waters 
had cut off electric power, telephone and heat. The &med universal 
car — designed, forty years earlier, to give the farmer motive power 
for his machinery, as well as transportation — ^stood, silent and 
imfueled, in a museum. It could not provide its inventor’s home 
with power for the conveniences that did not function. So the 
room in which Henry Ford lay dying, at the age of eighty-three, 
was very like the one in which he had been bom: cold, illuminated 
only by oil lamp and candle, shut off from communication with 
a world he had helped to transform, but had scarcely understood. 
As life ebbed, a chauffeur was sent to the Rouge plant to telephone 
for a physician. But before medical aid arrived. Ford had died. 

As the major architect of an industrial revolution, his place in 
history was secure. But what would posterity think of his social 
ideals, his evangelical missions, his attitude to the workers in his 
great plants? Perhaps future generations, trying to assess the worth 
of his inner light, might recall another rebellious spirit. For 
Lucifer, the light-bearer, the son of the morning, had once been 
an archangel. It was only later, in his pride, that he had fallen, and 
become Satan. 



CHAPTER VI 


A People on Wheels 


1 Toy into Servant 

The year of Henry Ford’s death marked the golden anniversary 
of the American automotive industry. Detroit, which it had lifted 
from eleventh to fourth of the nation’s cities in population, 
honored the cKcasion with appropriate ceremonies. 

Meanwhile, early in 1942, all the great assembly lines had 
ceased moving. Production of cars for civilian use abruptly ter- 
minated. But there was scarcely an interruption before the in- 
dustry’s enormous plants began turning out the tools of war. Men 
only middle-aged could recall a day when the infrequent appear- 
ance of a horseless carriage, spluttering and belching smoke, had 
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been an incentive to derision. Yet, when the last ones came ofiE the 
lines, there were twenty*nine aund one half million cats darting 
along the nation’s highways— approximately one to every five 
adults and children living in the United States. 

The absolute dependence of American society on the auto- 
mobile was manifest during the wartime period of non-produc- 
tion. In order to achieve the highest productive level ever reached 
by the nation, it was necessary to keep as many of the existin g cars 
as possible on the road. The Federal government therefore 
instituted such precautionary measures as gasoline rationing and 
the enforcement of a nation-wide speed limit, which prolonged 
their life, diverting to war production materials, men and ma- 
chinery normally engaged by automotive requirements. Once a 
plaything for the rich, the automobile had become an indis- 
pensable servant of the masses. In this major transformation was 
summed up all the innumerable and pervasive changes which it 
had wrought in the American social order. 

By die middle of the twentieth century, the results of this 
transformation were so familiar, so taken for granted as long-estab- 
lished features of the nation’s life, that Americans were apt to forget 
the recency of its occurrence. The transformation actually began 
in 1919: for after the first World War a newly mature generation 
of Americans, adopting a radically novel attitude to the society 
which surrounded them, held a very different point of view on the 
automobile than that of their elders. They did not consider it 
mainly a luxury and an instrument of recreation. They regarded 
it as a year-round, day-and-night utility. For many of them, it 
seemed essential to livelihood, since possession of it obviously 
augmented their earning power. For all of diem, it was a con- 
venience capable of greatly increasing the comfort of personal 
exiswnce. So the era of the linen duster, visored cap and goggles 
suddenly came to an end. The introduction of closed cars— usable 
at all seasons and in all kinds of weather— produced significant 
results. In ten years, the national registration of automobiles 
leaped from six to twenty-three millions. 

Meanwhile, highway conditions throughout the country had 
improved little since the first national census of roads was taken, 
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fifteen years earlier. But this, too, was to be changed with stsirtling 
rapidity. By 1919, all the states had set up highway departments. 
Three years earlier, the Federal government had instituted a 
policy of granting financial assistance to the states for the develop- 
ment of rural post roads. In 1921, Congress passed the Federal 
Highways Act, which laid down a comprehensive program for 
road development, and pledged the Federal government, with 
respect to certain types of highway, to match state expenditures 
dollar for dollar. Thereafter, under the supervision of the state 
highway departments, localities within each state built and im- 
proved roads to create an integrated state-wide system. Under 
supervision of the Federal government, the states built roads 
which together formed regional systems. Collectively, all these 
projects combined into an integrated national system, covering 
the coxmtry with an immense fishnet of highways. By 1945, the 
nation had more than three million miles of road. Ninety-two 
percent of its primary state highways, and thirty-nine percent of 
its county and local roads were surfaced, thus being fit for year- 
round driving in all weathers. So successfully had the highway 
program been realized that some fifty-four thousand towns — or 
about half the commxmities in the United States — ^were without 
direct access to either railroad or river transport, yet were able 
to depend for their existence on automotive traffic exclusively. 

2 Brightening up the Mores 

Some of the drastic changes which the automobile was producing 
in the national mores quickly became manifest. A lifelong resident 
and shrewd observer of the Middle West, talking in 1925 with the 
sociologists Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, asked: “Why 
on earth do you need to study what’s changing in this country?’’ 
And he went on to remark, “I can tell you what’s happening in 
just four letters: A-U-T-O!’’ In Middletown, the Lynds noted 
that ownership of an automobile had already reached the point of 
being an accepted essential of normal living. Houses were crowd- 
ing closer to the front paving-line, and flowers, shrubbery and 
grassplots were giving way to the need for a garage, and a driveway 
to it. Families no longer spent summer evenings and Sunday 
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afternoons on their porches, or in their yards; instead, they took 
to the road in their cars. As an evidence of social status, the make 
of a family’s car had become as important as the physical appear- 
ance of its home. Indeed, the practice of mortgaging a home in 
order to buy an automobile was not uncommon. 

Among the working-class families who furnished data to the 
Lynds, one-half owned cars; men who earned thirty-five dollars 
a week frequently used one week’s income every month to pay 
for their cars. “We’d rather do without clothes than give up the 
car,” a mother of nine children reported; and another remarked, 
“I’ll go without food before I see us give up the car.” A number 
of families who owned cars were satisfied to live in homes lacking 
bathroom facilities. This same condition was not uncommon in 
rural regions. An investigator for the Department of Agriculture 
asked one farm wife why the family owned a car when it didn’t 
own a bathtub. She replied, with obvious surprise, “Why, you 
can’t go to town in a bathtub.” 

Although ownership of a car was already recognized as a 
primary end in life, to which other traditionally approved pur- 
poses were to be subordinated, the automobile was upsetting 
various old-established social adjustments, and coming into con- 
flict with emotionally charged sanctions and taboos. The Lynds 
remarked that it was making obsolete such time-honored dicta 
as “Rain or shine, I never miss a Sunday morning at church;” 
“A high-school boy does not need much spending money;” 
“Parents ought always to know where their children are.” Because 
of the increasing custom of taking all-day motor trips on Sunday, 
the automobile was regarded, by conservative folk, as “a threat 
to the church,” and clergymen, aware of the impatience of their 
congregations, were promising to dismiss them at an earlier hour. 

Use of the family car was becoming a source of friction between 
children and their parents. Youngsters found it possible to join 
a crowd motoring to a dance in some neighboring town, without 
asking permission. Among high-school students, the family’s 
ownership of a car was an important criterion of social eligibility. 
Boys seldom took girls to socizil functions without using a car, 
and some families were said to have bought more luxurious cars 
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chiefly to buttress the social standing of their children. But the 
automobile was also producing disruptive effects on family life. 
Fathers, ruefully admitting the declining prestige of family meal- 
times, protested against the necessity for making dates with their 
children in order to see them. Mothers complained of the all but 
permanent invisibUity of daughters constantly absent in other 
people’s cars. 

The automobile was displacing the parlor as the locus of pre- 
liminaries to eourtship---was not this “endangering the home?” 
And motorized courtship was not always leading to honorable 
marriage. Houses of prostitution were few, but the judge of the 
juvenile court asserted that “the automobile has become a house 
of jffwtitution on wheels,” Of the girls brought before him, 
during the previous year, on charges of “sex crimes,” one-third 
had committed their offenses in automobiles. And, to “the desire 
of youth to step on the gas when it has no machine of its own” 
was attributed the theft of more than one hundred and fifty auto- 
mobiles during the same year. Thus, it was possible for some 
citizens of Muncie to consider the automobile “an ‘enemy’ of the 
home and society.” 

3 Urban Explosion 

While upsetting long-established habits and customs, and chal- 
lenging traditional concepts of the proper conduct of life, the 
automobile was also precipitating an urban explosion throughout 
the country. Up to the turn of the century, most American cities 
grew compactly outward from the business center. Thereafter, 
suburban development cautiously followed the railroads and main 
turnpikes, but only to a limited distance. From 1920 onward, 
with increasing acceleration, American cities burst their boimds 
and sprawled indiscriminately over the surrounding countryside. 

At first, the outward movement was largely confined to families 
in the higher income groups, for whom the lure of space, privacy, 
and rural scenery was indicated by an astonishing increase in the 
population of “developments” faring names denoting such 
attiactive physical features as heists, vistas, parks, and water- 
frontage. In the ten years between 1920 and 1,930, this movement 
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accounted for the rapid creation of what were virtually new, large 
communities. Thus, in the vicinity of Los Angeles, the population 
of Beverly Hills increased by nearly twenty-five hundred percent; 
that of Glendale by almost four hundred; those of Inglewood and 
Huntington Park by nearly five hundred percent. In the neighbor- 
hood of Cleveland, Ohio, the gain in population of Shaker Heights 
was one thousand percent, that of Garfield Heights five hundred, 
that of Cleveland Heights more than two hundred. Near Detroit, 
Grosse Point Park and Femdale increased their residents by ap- 
proximately seven hundred percent. Richmond Heights, a suburb 
of St. Louis, Missouri, showed an increase of more than three 
hundred percent; Webster Grove and Maplewood each more than 
sevwtty percent. The outward movement from Chicago swelled 
the population of Elmwood Park by a sevenfold increase, doubled 
that of Park Ridge, and added sixty percent to that of Oak Park. 

But, because of the increasing diffusion of the automobile 
among the lower income groups, the exodus from the cities was 
by no means confined to the economically prosperous. Between 
iggo and 1940, the decade of the Great Depression, the popula- 
tions of one hundred and forty American cities increased by six 
percent, but those of the surrounding metropolitan areas showed 
an increase of nearly eighteen. The Lynds, reporting on Muncie, 
Indiana, once again in 1935, found that, under the impact of 
depression, “People give up everything in the world but their 
car.” Relief authorities made no effort to discourage car-ownership 
amoag their clients, who were advised to use their cars in various 
ways to pick up small earnings. The automobile, the Lynds 
judged, was <me of the most depression-proof elements of the 
city's life; far less vulnerable than marriages, divorces, new babies, 
clothing, and perhaps food. What was true of Muncie, was 
probably true of the country as a whole. 

The drift toward outlying locations of low-income groups 
previously resident in metropolitan centers reflected, to some 
d^ee, a search for cheaper, if not more agreeable quarters. In 
part, it likewise reflected an increasing decentralization of in- 
dustry. This was due, originally, to rising urban costs, traffic 
ccaigestion in metropolitan centers, and growing reliance on 
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automotive trucking for the delivery of supplies as well as the 
shipping of finished products. Working-class communities there- 
fore sprang up aroimd peripheral industrial plants. This move- 
ment was immensely accelerated, during the following decade, 
by the construction of huge war plants on the outskirts of major 
American cities. All these factors taken together resulted in a 
migration of low-income groups — ^but this would have been im- 
possible without the automobile. The evidence recorded by a 
survey undertaken in the state of Michigan made this fact obvious: 
of eight hundred and fifty thousand workers employed in in- 
dustry in Michigan, six hundred and fifty thousand depended 
exclusively on their cars to get to aijd from their work. 

The phenomenon of urban explosion, produced by the auto- 
mobile, created a new type of “supercommunity.” Reporting on 
this, in 1933, for the President's Research Committee on Social 
Trends, H. D. McKenzie remarked that the automobile had 
“erased the boundaries which formerly separated urban from 
rural territory and has introduced a type of local community 
without precedent in history.” This “supercommunity” differed 
from the old-fashioned metropolis, McKenzie asserted, in both the 
complexity of its institutional division of labor and the mobility 
of its population. Nor was it confined to the great cities; it had 
become “the commxmal imit of local relations throughout the 
entire nation.” Every city in the United States, had, to some 
degree, become “the center of a constellation of smaller centers.” 
This radically new social phenomenon, born of the automobile, 
generated problems which the automobile further aggravated — 
and for many of these the American people, toward the middle of 
the twentieth century, had foimd no effective solutions. 

The optimistic hope of E. P. Ingersoll, expressed fifty years 
earlier, that the automobile would do away with traffic congestion, 
seemed almost ludicrous. The streets of American cities were so 
filled by automobiles that it had become almost impossible to 
drive one. “In some big cities,” a writer in Time reported, “vast 
traffic jams never really got untangled from dawn to midnight; 
the bray of horns, the stink of exhaust fumes, and the crunch of 
crumpling metal eddied up from them as insistently as the 
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vaporous roar of Niagara.” In New York City’s garment district, 
it often took fifteen minutes for a car to move one block. In Los 
Angeles — one of the most spaciously built of American cities — 
transit on certain streets at certain hours was slower than the 
horse-and-carriage trafiSc of the nineteenth century. 

The effort to solve this single problem had given mid- 
twentieth-century America some of its most characteristic features. 
One was the multiple-laned concrete express highway, permitting 
non-stop traflBc from the suburbs to the metropolitan center: 
Chicago’s Outer Drive; New York’s West Side Elevated Highway 
and East Side Roosevelt Drive; Detroit’s simken Davison Avenue 
were merely outstanding examples of a development to which 
nearly all large American cities were increasingly committed. 
Ironically, however, these developments, by facilitating access to 
the metropolitan center, merely intensified an already oppressive 
trafiic congestion. Had the automobile’s promise of immensely 
increased personal mobility been frustrated by its own enormous 
proliferation? There was evidence that it had. Traffic surveys 
cohducted by the Federal government indicated that three trips 
of every four made by Americans in their cars were for necessity 
purposes; that trips less than five miles in length constituted the 
major portion of all trips made; that most family shopping was 
accomplished within a radius of three miles. 

In 1922, the National Department Stores made a novel de- 
parture by erecting a branch establishment three miles out from 
the center of St. Louis, Missouri. Within the next twenty years, 
this innovation was followed, at greatly extended distances, by 
many department stores of the larger American cities, by the 
principal mail-order houses, and by leading operators of chain 
stores. Suburban shopping centers, with adequate parking space 
and gas stations, formed a new pattern of urban decentralization, 
encouraging those who had left the metropolitan center — ^pre- 
sumably because the automobile made it accessible — ^to remain 
away from it as much as possible. In this respect the automobile, 
by precipitating urban explosion, had likewise promoted a new 
localism, and set up a counter-movement of decreasing circulation. 
In the suburbs populated by high-income groups that surrounded 



the couniry't very hurg^ dtiet. only the man of the family tega. 
larly oraveled to and from the dty; often he had ceaaed to rely tn 
hb car for these trips and "commuted." aa his father might have 
done in the ninemmtth century, by train. Reflecting on one of 
the major ironies of the automotive age, he could ruefully quote 
the old hymn of Isaac Watu: 

**And Uisa poor reliel we gain. 

To change the place, but heep the pmn.“ 

99V MfiVfICCI iWlf 

By 1937, flfty-two millimi people in fifteen million cars were 
spending an estimated five billion dollars on motor travel; one 
billicm for gas. oil, garaging and repairs: another billion lor 
lodging: approximately one and one-quarter billiofu for (ainptiq; 
supplies and souvenirs: and some seven hundred milliiMu d 
dollars cm golf courses, soft drinks and hot dt^s. Whereas in 1910. 
only one hundred and twenty-eight thousand cars entrreil the 
national parks of the United States, the numlier had risen, by 
1940, to two million. In 1914. there were only two hundred golf 
courses in the country; in 1940, there were more than five 
thourand. In 1918, there were only scmie six hundred murisi 
camps or courts in the land: in 1940, there were approximately 
fourteen thousand, having an estimated annual husinest of itiitiy 
seven millions of dollars. In addition to the accommodaitooi 
whkh they furnished, some fifty thousand "tourist homes" oflerd 
their dcmiestic •menities to the mcxlem Atttrrkan ceniaur tm 
wheels. The ne<m*ltt plurals of "Eats." "Rooms" and "Cabins' 
nipplicd a workmg vocabulary for the American landscape. 

The popularity tourist count mod camps indioifed thcli 
Kiaptatkm to the needs of that conakkrable segment of tin 
American mcKodng public whkh did not mjciy an clastk itKome 
'n» roadside camp always oiered the privacy t»f an indivtdita 
cabin, sometimes adkled the esthetk a|:^al trf an attractive rurs 
setting, mid inmiably s{»red its pairont the embarrassment whici 
they might feel hi entering an urban hotel in the clothes of tin 
road. Yet, because of the regrettable imperfection of humn 
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HHtUTCy tli6sc specific ^ <^v3.xi t3.^cs 3.1so XTCcoHiiticxidefi it to xnotoTists 
not governed by “tourist psychology.” In 1936, sociologists from 
Southern Methodist University, in Dallas, Texas, turned their 
inqnir in g minds to the social trends which might be manifest in 
neighboring tourist camps. Presumably, they were disconcerted by 
discovering that the principal clientele of these hospitable enter- 
prises was composed, not o£ tourists, but of local couples whose use 
of their rarely exceeded an hour’s duration. They found 

that in one camp, a cabin was rented to sixteen different couples 
during the course of a single night. To non-academic observers 
this might have suggested a noteworthy deterioration of Southern 
gallantry during the automotive age. But the conclusion of the 
Dallas sociologists was that, “The growth of these institutions and 
their toleration by the community are evidences of a changed 
public attitude toward non-marital intimacies.” As against the 
opinion of the judge of the juvenile court of Muncie, Indiana, 
expressed a short decade earlier, the report of the Dallas investi- 
gators established that progress had been accomplished, during the 
interval, if not in morality, at least in decorum. 

But any disposition to regard abuse of the hospitality of tourist 
camps as peculiar to Dallas was rudely jolted by J. Edgar Hoover, 
chief of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In a magazine article 
published in 1940, he described them as “camps of crime,” im- 
periling the communities to which they were adjacent. Many 
tourist camps, he asserted, were “little more than camouflaged 
brothels.” These were usually closed to the traveling public on 
Saturdays and Sundays, when anyone whom their proprietors 
suspected of being a bona-fide tourist would be turned away 
because there was “more money and a faster turnover in the 
‘couple’ trade.” In patronizing these camps at other times, Hoover 
warned, American tourists were exposing themselves to the atten- 
tions of prostimtes, the depredations of gangsters, and the profit- 
seeking scrutiny of “that lowest of parasites on law enforcement, 
the divorce detective.” All in all, the American motoring public 
might have been expected to give tourist camps a wide berth. Yet 
they did nothing of the kind. 
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5 Lizzie's Double Life 

But their disregard of Hoover’s warning implied no special ad- 
venturousness. It may merely have expressed a natural fatalism. 
For, in the years after 1920, the automobile came to lead a kind 
of double life. It was, on the one hand, an accepted essential of 
normal existence, and in many families the most popular member. 
It was, on the other hand, surrounded by an aura of violence, 
danger and imminent death. A comparable position in society 
could have been held only by a respectable matron devoted to her 
household, who nevertheless consorted with criminals, slew people 
indiscriminately, and inspired a wide variety of anti-social conduct. 
On the American scene, the automobile functioned with precisely 
this irresponsible dualism. Like many another gift of the age of 
technological progress, it was by no means a pure blessing. 

Before 1920, the hardy American tourist enjoyed a democratic 
freedom resembling that of the wandering students who roamed 
medieval Europe. Early tourists formed organizations for mutual 
help and advice. One of these was called the Tin Can Tourists' 
Association, and its members tied a tin can to the radiator caps of 
their cars. Meeting one another on the road, they stopped, ex- 
changed information about road conditions, detours, camp sites, 
the best garage in the next town. In those days of comradeship and 
innocence, to slow down when overtaking a pedestrian, and offer 
a lift, was common practice; an extension to the whole nation of 
the neighborly friendliness exercised at home. The kindly sim- 
plicity of the horse-and-buggy era survived into that of goggles and 
duster. 

Twenty years later, in 1940, the outlook and manners of the 
American tourist had drastically changed. By then, he had learned 
that his safety was' dubious, whether in or out of his car. Neither 
caution nor skill would fully protect him, and friendliness was a 
luxury heavily charged with danger. He set off for his holiday 
apprehensively. His attitude to his fellow-drivers was incurably 
hostile. His view of all pedestrians was deeply colored by sus- 
picion. He had become, when seated at the wheel, a dour misan- 
thrope intent on self-preservation and the minding of his own 
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business. For this odd transformation, a number of factors were 
responsible. 

The forty million drivers who infested American highways 
represented one out of every two inhabitants of the country old 
enough to drive. They included yotmgsters of fourteen, women, 
the very elderly, and many of the physically and mentally disabled. 
At the wheel of a complex mechanism requiring precise co-ordina- 
tion, all persons were very probably not equal, yet the fit and the 
unfit, the trained and the untrained were alike permitted to 
pursue happiness in a car. Not surprisingly, this situation exacted 
a penalty; in an average year, automobiles caused approximately 
forty thousand deaths; brought about accidents which inflicted 
personal injuries on over one million people; and damaged one 
another to a cost of many millions of dollars. These statistics im- 
plied the normal hazards of the road, and the American motorist 
could scarcely be blamed for attributing them to the other fellow, 
whether pedestrian or driver. For even the experts could not agree 
on the appropriate endowment for a safe driver. 

In 1948, James Stannard Baker, research director of the North- 
western University Traffic Institute, unqualifiedly stated that, “A 
high-grade moron makes the best auto driver.” This mental type, 
he suggested, was an individual not too bright, but willing to 
learn, a plodding creature who kept his mind on the task at hand. 
Unlike the man of superior mind, the moron was not subject to 
daydreams and not easily bored with the mechanics of driving. 
Drivers with very high, or very low intelligence ratings. Baker 
asserted, were highway menaces; intellectuals found driving too 
easy, and simpletons were prone to witless wool-gathering. But 
to this reassuring diagnosis, J. R. Crossley, vice-president of tihe 
Automobile Club of New York, offered a horrified dissent. The 
safest driver, he claimed, was a person of normal intelligence. 
And he desaibed the required qualifications as physical, mental 
and emotional soundness; adequate information about motor 
vehicle, highway and traffic laws; sound instruction in driving 
techniques; sufficient experience for the formation of protective 
habits, skill, and proper attitudes of responsibility, sportsmanship 
and courtesy. On the average, the American motorist conceived 
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htroself u excaipiifying all the qualihcationi demanddl’ by 
Crossley, and regard^ his fellow drivers as not quite fulfilUi^ 
those set by Baker, ^d the yearly toll in deaths, injurka and 
damages showed no subsuintial decrease. 

Mott d the forty thousand deaths annually caused by aotomn 
biles were avoidable; they ware one of the unnecessary prices 
whkb Americans paid for equality d opportunity on the hii^hmy. 
A large majority d the acci^ts that injured one million Anwri* 
cans were likewise preventable. But not quite all. For in additMn 
to the ordinary hasards d the road, momrists were subjected to 
others devised, for their disadvanu^, by the crimbud under* 
world. In the larger cities d the United Sums there flourished, 
from time to time, a prosperous nmket based on the faking of 
automobile accidents to people on whose bodies the appit^nisu! 
stigmata d physkal injury had previously been produced. The 
racket was cultivated by astute oriminsis: they were lea^pied 
with physicians and lawyers of dubious repute; and airefut prep 
amtions enabled their subordinates to present a convincing per* 
forraance. The immediate, and often succeatful object was to 
swindle insurance companies as well as frightened motoriMi out 
d large sums of money. However skillfully aiul cautiously be 
drove, no motorist could consider himself absolutely safe at the 
wheel of his own car; in any large city, he might bectunc the next 
victim of this racket. 

Nor was he safe if a trusting nature inclined him to ^pon* 
lanemts hospitality while driving. The practice d hitchhikii^ 
an amiable fad invented by youth in the ipaos. became prevalent 
as an ecociomk necessity during the Great Defwession. As a meam 
of fadlJtating robbery and other crimes, it was quickly adt^ed 
by the underworld. By the i{M|oa. the wistful eye and frmned 
thumb d the young, hopefully stationed along roads leading out 
of town, held a diminishing appeal for the sdiiary tourist, whose 
conscience often troubled him as he spml past, but whose car md 
wallet remained in his own poaaession when lie arrived at h» 
destination. 

The new miianthrqpy d American mottmlom left few meet 
on other areas d the natianal life. It was, to to speak, an rilngk 
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disturbance, afflicting citizens otherwise kindly whenever they 
drove, and only then. It had become epidemic during the period 
o£ national prohibition, which brought about the rise to social 
power of pngsters and racketeers. The members of this new in- 
dustrial aristocracy rapidly acquired control of the urban night- 
clubs and speakeasies, the outlying roadhouses, which distributed 
their products. The underworld elite was also quick in adapting 
the automobile to its business requirements. It used motor trucks 
for transport and hijacking. It bought custom-built cars like A1 
Capone’s, with armor-plated bodies and bullet-proof glass, for 
personal use. It maintained fleets of arsenal-equipped cars for the 
punitive expeditions made necessary by competitive free enter- 
prise. The practices of the time left a permanent fingerprint on 
the American language: to be “taken for a ride” no longer con- 
noted a pleasure, but an unfortunate finality. 

All these new phenomena suddenly increased the hazards of 
the road and — reported by the press, portrayed by the films, re- 
corded by writers of fiction — produced, among motorists, a special 
form of jitters. The Dion O’Banion gang of Chicago, spraying 
the main streets of suburban Cicero with machine-gun bullets 
during a daylight raid on the headquarters of A1 Capone; the 
later exploits of John Dillinger, a successful bankrobber and 
bandit who for several years terrorized Middle Western states — 
indicated, to innocent motorists, the perils of following the right 
road at the wrong moment. The guileless quest of a drink— -illegal, 
but sanctioned by custom — ^might plunge them, inadvertently, 
into a shooting tangle between officers of the law and indignant 
enterprisers whose business was being interfered with. Mere noc- 
turnal delay on lonely highways, sometimes made imperative by the 
conflicting purposes of the sexual instinct and the peculiar social 
vigilance of small communities, could involve unsuspecting mo- 
torists in hijacking episodes from which they were likely to emerge 
with wrecked can, punctured bodies and damaged reputations. 
That these discouraging contingencies did not bring motoring 
for pleasure to an abrupt end was much more remarkable than 
that they contributed to souring the dispositions, and increasing 
the apprehensiveness, of American drivers. 
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6 The Transcontinental Bazaar 

Nevertheless, tourism steadily increased, and within the lifetime 
of a single generation turned winding dirt roads into broad con- 
crete highways that resembled continuous, elongated bazaars. The 
pleasant rural landscape, once the motorist reached it, had almost 
disappeared under the encroachment of conveniences, commerical 
solicitations, and ingeniously contrived services. Here and there, 
state or local authorities managed to preserve a grove of trees, 
relics of a bygone age, under which they set up picnic tables, 
stoves and water fountains for the hasty use of tourists bent upon 
getting from one place to another which looked almost precisely 
like it. But, as he sped along, the motorist could enjoy the horta- 
tory literature of-the billboards. From the roadside stands operated 
by farmers and their wives — the most up-to-date were furnished, 
by city decorators, in old-fashioned ginghams and reproductions 
of “early American” discomfort — ^he was able to buy vegetables, 
fruits, eggs, chickens, jams and jellies. Other stands, in close 
proximity to one another, offered him lawn furniture, “artistic” 
weathervanes, sundials and garden sculpture, assorted antiques, 
boxes of nuts assembled from the ends of the earth, golf hats and 
clubs, fishworms and tackle, picture postcards of places he had 
passed without seeing, domestic pets. To prove to himself that 
he had actually been in the country, he could buy bunches of 
wilted wildflowers from enterprising tots artfully arrayed in rags. 

If trouble developed with his car, the great outdoor bazaar was 
well equipped to attend to it. Service, by the middle of the 
twentieth century, consisted chiefly in removing a worn xmit and 
replacing it by a new one, and the modem service-man had 
electrical devices which helped him to analyze internal disorders, 
as well as improved tools with which to straighten frames, bump 
out bodies and fenders, and align wheels. Along American roads 
there were nearly a quarter of a million filling stations; nearly 
seventy thousand independent repair shops; more than thirty 
thousand franchised dealers; and approximately twenty thousand 
purveyors of accessories, tires and batteries. The filling station, 
in particular, nearly always open for business, was a versatile 
institution that offered replenishment to the car, and “rest rooms” 
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to its occupants; that sometimes sold toilet articles, canned goods, 
cigarettes, sandwiches and soft drinks; that often held a jukebox 
to furnish — ^while his car radio was turned off the incessant music 
that was essential to the American motorist s happiness. 

Nor did the motorist need to leave the great bazaar should he 
prefer not to snatch a bite at the nearest filling station. Xhe quaint 
old village inns had largely disappeared. They had been replaced 
by the whimsies of “tea shoppes” and the cosdy elegance of 
restored, or merely counterfeited, historic “places” adapted to 
restaurant use. But, along the endless concrete emporium, there 
were other institutions that catered to the tourist’s appetite. Wind- 
mills with parking lots served hamburgers subjected to rituals of 
glorification, glamorized hot dogs, polychromatic ice cream. Log 
cabins dispensed clams, lobsters, and chicken-in-the-rough di- 
vorced from knife and fork. In the far West, the tourist could turn 
into a “drive-in,” give his order to a waitress garbed like a drum- 
majorette, contemplate the architecture of fantasy while waiting, 
and eat his repast from a tray hitched to his car-door, without 
ever leaving the wheel. 

All along the Eastern seaboard, from Maine to Florida, there 
were belfry-capped buildings, vaguely “colonial,” into which a 
far-sighted native of Massachusetts, Howard Johnson, had 
stretched his mother’s recipe for homemade ice cream and his own 
masterly intuition that American motorists wanted meals that 
were good, familiar and quick. Johnson controlled nearly two 
hundred establishments that were standardized in architecture, 
cuisine and service, which his great fleet of trucks supplied with 
foodstuffs processed in his central kitchens. By sticking to Johnson 
all the way from Portland to Miami, the tourist could be sure of 
having almost identical meals every day, thus enjoying the ad- 
vantages of travel while retaining digestively the illusion of com- 
fortably remaining at home. 

But the automobile, and the great bazaar through which it 
perpetually sped, might in time make home itself an obsolete 
superfluity in the lives of many Americans. The cult of selective 
transiency had proved very nearly fatal to old-fashioned resort 
hotels, formerly booking vacationers for a fortnight or an entire 
season, but now dedicated only to overnight guests and those too 
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deplorably decrepit to sit upright in a car. It had made Americans 
reluctant to settle on a holiday place, buy a summer cottage, and 
return there year after year. The trailer, once a two-wheeled affair 
used to haul camping equipment, had been transformed into a 
mobile residence. 

The Great Depression had popularized the trailer, the wartime 
housing shortage had made it a permanent feature, and by the 
middle of the century a family could pursue an ideally nomadic 
existence in an air-conditioned, centrally heated coach having 
sitting room, sleeping accommodations for four, and kitchen 
equipped with refrigerator, stove and sink. It seemed entirely 
probable that Americans bom in the second half of the twentieth 
century would spend their infancy in ambulatory nurseries, be 
snatched off to education by school busses, carry on their courtship 
at the wheel, relax in drive-in movies, and go to their ultimate 
immobility in motor hearses. Even livelihood could be earned in 
tiansit: the president of a Texas ice-making concern had already 
acquired a super-trailer equipped with radio-telephone, to serve as 
executive office and retail sales establishment. 

7 You Can't Keep Them Down on the Farm 

The effect of the automobile on the lives of rural Americans was 
even more transfiguring than its effect on the lives of those who 
lived in cities. Almost overnight, it brought to an end the isola- 
tion and loneliness, the material meagerness of farm life; disrupted 
ancient patterns of existence; and changed the very look of the 
countryside. The crossroads general store, once the farmer’s 
market and meeting place, was forced out of business by his new 
mobility; he could drive past it to the village, and — ^perhaps not 
finding there what he wanted — continue on to the nearest cotmty 
seat, twenty or thirty miles away. Open-country churches were 
abandoned, and their congregations consolidated. Warren H, 
Wilson, a member of the Board of National Missions of the 
Presbyterian Church, discussed, in 1924, the case of a rural pastor 
who purchased a car, to the indulgent amusement of his flock, 
and used it to establish connections, on each Sabbath day, with 
eight services of wordiip. "I rode with him one Sunday over his 
circuit,” Wilson noted. “He needed only two sermons, the same 
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number as before, but he had quadrupled his professional 
efficiency.” The one-room school succumbed to the same fate as 
the open-country church. Of the two hundred thousand existing 
in 1916, fewer than one hundred and fourteen thousand remained 
in 1940: the rest had been replaced by consolidated schools whose 
buildings and equipment compared favorably with those of any 
urban schools. 

The change in rural medical practice impressively showed the 
effect of the automobile on American farm life. Kitchen opera- 
tions and home nursing were still the rule in the century’s first 
decade. In 1909, a young physician began practice in a Michigan 
town having a population of one thousand; five other doctors and 
fifteen practical nurses were also serving the town and surround- 
ing countryside; the nearest hospital was more than twenty miles 
distant. After ten years of reliance on a pair of horses and a rig, 
the young doctor bought a Model-T. Though he could only use it 
in summer, he built up so large a practice that he required a suble 
of six horses to visit his patients in the winter. A few years later, 
he bought a closed car and dispensed entirely with his stable. 
Fifteen years later, in 1942, he was putting thirty-five thousand 
miles a year on his car, was on the staff of three hospitals all of 
which he could reach within a morning, and saw patients as far 
away as fifty miles. In his home town there were no longer any 
practical nurses, and there was only one other physician. Kitchen 
operations were unknown: the town maintained an ambulance, 
and patients could be speeded to any of several hospitals equipped 
with X-ray, blood bank, oxygen tent, and the latest operating 
facilities. 

To the farm-wife, meanwhile, came the home demonstration 
agent, a missionary from the nearest agricultural college or state 
university, an expert in home economics. She chose the most in- 
telligent farm women on her circuit, and trained them as local 
leaders. They, in turn, put on exhibits at grange meeting halls, 
schools and farm homes. They held cooking schools, health 
schools, canning demonstrations, home-furnishing and gardening 
programs. In 1920, there were fewer than one thousand home 
demonstration agents, and fewer than fifty thousand leaders. 
Twenty years later, the number of agents had nearly trebled, and 
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the number of volunteer leaders had multiplied fiveftdd. By this 
time, form wives were driving long dittances in their cars to attend 
home demonstration meetings. In the Eastern sutes their round 
tri|M avemged seven miles; in the Middle West, thirteen; in the 
Far West, twenty-four, with trips as long as one-hundred and 
twenty-five miles to cminty-widc meetinp a cwnroon otxurrence. 

Better forming also came to the form in an automobile, idlth 
the omnty agent who brought the technical infcnmatioa the 
state experiment station, and the Federal Department fd Agrkuh 
ture, to bear on local needs. In igao, two thousand county agents 
drew to their meetings an attendance of twelve million hurmen; 
in 1940, nearly four thousand agenu reached forty-six million 
fanners. At the same time, an expanding network td new oi|puiixa- 
tions were reaching into the sparsely settled r^ons of America, 
and enlaiging their opportunities for a more satisfying life. Rcxary 
luncheon clubs came in, along with junior agricultural clubs, the 
Boy Scouts and Camp Fire Girls. Q^perative marketing asscxia- 
tions were formed, applying mcxlcm merchandising to the farmer's 
products; co-operative canneries and quick-freezing plants were 
established, to process them. The automobile, by breaking down 
the farmer's isolation, had scxialized hit txxupatims. furnished him 
with a pattern of community existence, and enlarge his horizon 
until it equalled that of the townsman. 

I ii# wiiiNifi Hf iiPCix#fi 

All night and all day, toward the middle of the century, the main 
highways and feeder roads of America roared with the paaiage of 
the nation's six milliem trucks, iu nearly two hundred thotiiand 
motor busses. The trucks alone required the services of four and 
one half million drivers, the larg^ occupational class in the 
American economy, except for formers. 'They brought wider 
markets to formers, increased Mrvices to city-dsvellert and — with 
the busses— new life to the many thousand American communities 
that had no connection with the rest of the country except by 
highway. They were commtmplace features of the American scene, 
integral elements of the national transpem syitem; yet their origin 
dated back no more than thirty years. 

Long-distance haulage by tni^ wm bom of the First World 
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War, which put a strain on irailroads to which they were unequal. 
As chief of a Highway Transport Commission, President Wilson 
appointed Roy D. Chapin, who had driven the first Oldsmobile 
from Detroit to New York. Chapin, aware that the government 
had ordered some thirty thousand trucks for delivery to France, 
where they were essential to the distribution of ammunition, food 
and clothing to troops, determined to put them to immediate use. 
Ordinarily, these trucks would have been put on railroad flat-cam 
and freighted to Atlantic ports. Instead, Chapin had them loaded 
with war supplies, and driven to seaboard. These trucks, lurching 
over bad roads, detouring around unsafe bridges, pioneered the 
immense, swift highway fleets of the mid<entury, transporting for 
at least a part of its journey everything that Americans ate, wore 
or used. 

On the four-lane main highway between Los Angeles and San 
Francisco, California, the nocturnal tourist might pass no less 
than four hundred and fifty trucks with their trailers. These 
combinations measured fifty feet from bumper to bumper. The 
truck rode on ten immense tires, the trailer on twelve. The truck 
had pneumatic brakes, and fifteen separate gear shifts for various 
speeds and hill conditions. Each of these vast road-liners carried 
twenty tons of freight. Moving eastward over the Rockies, the 
tourist could pass the great Diesel-powered trucks of the Pacific 
Inter-mountain Express, bound on a five-day run to Chicago; the 
company, with its fleet, covered twelve thousand miles of route. 

Out from Des Moines, Iowa, a newspaper dispersed its three 
hundred trucks to bring readers throughout the state their morn- 
ing paper on the day of publication. Out from Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, there rolled the five hundred trucks and nearly seven 
hundred trailers of the Interstate Motor Freight System, to flow 
over a network of routes covering sixteen states: an intricate 
system with forty-one terminals and many more call stations, 
linked by teletype, and controlled from a dispatcher’s office at 
headquarters. From the fifteen-acre market in Benton Harbor, 
Michigan— the largest growers* market in the world— the huge 
refrigerator trucks poured out to more than five hundred com- 
munities scattered over half the continent. 

On a busy night Washington Market, in New York City, re- 
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ceived sixteen hundred truckloads of produce drawn from a radius 
of more than two hundred miles, and five thousand truck trips 
were required to distribute the receipts to city stores. Over the 
nation's roads, at night, moved the great oval tank trucks, bring* 
ing milk to cities; the tank trucks of the oil corpmutions. deliver- 
ing gasoline uid oil to filling stations: the refrigerator trucks of 
the meat-packers; the braid trucks cd vast bakery-plants, servicing 
the stores ami restaurants of half a state; the vans of the chain* 
store corporatioos. replenishing stock in outlying branches: the 
giant padded vans erf carriers who moved the household goods 
of itinerant Americans from one town to another; the trucks haul* 
ing livestock from hum to stockyard: the coal trucks bound frmn 
mine to city: the big semi-fiat trailers carrying baled cotton to 
mills and warehouses; the frmcn-ftxid trucks s|)eeding fish frtmi 
New England and strawberries from Florida; the double truck- 
trailers moving new cars to dealers. 

And with the trucks, by day and by night, rushed the busses 
that carried Americans into nearly every town on the map of their 
country. These were the lineal descendants of the "jitneys" that 
swarmed aliout American cities during the First World War: aged 
passenger cars that plied irregular routes, charging a nickel a ride. 
Some of the busses were swift and small, little larger than 
elongated sedans. Some were IcMig-disiance coaches, carrying 
thirty-six passengers in reclining armchairs. Some were "nitc* 
coaches" — compact sleeping cars on rubber tires, with berths and 
tiled washrooms, radios and drinking fountains. Competing with 
the railroads, and often operating between points which the rail- 
roads did not urrve, the nation's twenty-five hundred bus lines, 
covering more than three bundled thousand miles of route, were 
by the middle of the century carrying more tlian oae-ihird of the 
country's total intercity passenger tragic. 

9 Ivaffy Mem Itot iusiiMMa ondl Oaaini 
Less than sixty yean after the ftrat native horseless carri^ rattled 
over a Massachusetts road, one million Amartoutis were employed 
in the manufacture of motor vehicles and parts. Eight roillicNi 
more were employed in related automotive fields. Apprtntimately 
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one of every six business firms in the United States was in some 
way dependent, for its profits, on the automotive industry. 

Practically all Americans with annual incomes of more than 
three thousand dollars were car-owners. Of approximately eight 
million, having incomes ranging from fifteen hundred to three 
thousand dollars, nearly six million owned cars. Of nine million, 
whcxte incomes were less than fifteen hundred, but more than 
seven hundred and fifty dollars, five million possessed automo- 
biles. A survey, in 1936, of five and one half million families, not 
on government relief but having incomes of less than seven 
hundred and fifty dollars a year, showed that two million owned 
cars. And the same survey reported that there were Americans 
whose annual income, in cash, was as low as two hundred and 
fifty dollars — and who nevertheless were owners of cars. 

The fact was that the automotive industry could not operate 
at normal capacity if it depended for its market on those who 
could actually afford to purchase its products and pay cash for 
them. Therefore — in what were euphemistically called normal 
times — it inveigled Americans into the habit of leaning the present 
against the future. It taught them that their first duty as citizens 
was to consume; and to hasten the process of consumption, it also 
persuaded them that prestige required their dissatisfaction with 
any model as soon as it had been superseded by a later one. For to 
develop a continuous mass market, the automotive industry had 
to sell to those who could not afford to buy; and it also had to 
make them — annually if possible — ^replace what they had bought 
but had not yet paid for. 

This situation led to certain curious practices. You might sup- 
pose that automobile dealers were sellers of new cars. They were 
not. For every new car they sold, they had also to sell at least two old 
ones, sometimes more. When Joe Doakes wanted a new car, he 
didn't wish to put down much cash. He turned in his old car to 
the dealer. No matter what its value, he was usually given credit 
that approximated a down payment amounting to one-third the 
cost of the new car he proposed to buy. He then signed twelve or 
eighteen monthly notes covering the unpaid balance, with interest 
sometimes running as high as twenty-five percent. These notes were 
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payable, not to the dealer, but to one of several great financing 
companies. Having completed this transaction, sometimes without 
any cash payment, Doakes drove off in his new car. 

The dealer promptly discounted Doakes’s notes; thus receiv- 
ing, immediately, the cash that Doakes hadn’t yet paid anyone for 
the car he drove off in. Then the dealer put Doakes’s old car up 
for sale, at an established price fixed for its vintage. Usually, he 
had to accept a still older car from its purchaser. He repeated the 
note-and-discount routine, and tried to dispose of his newly 
acquired antique. This sale might involve the acceptance of a still 
more ancient relic. But at some point in the series of transactions 
that began with cashless Joe Doakes, a decrepit vehicle reached 
the junkyard. 

About two-thirds of all American car buyers — ^whether they 
acquired new or used cars — did their purchasing, like Doakes, on 
the trade-in and “painless” installment system. This meant that 
the vast, complex mechanism of mass production and distribution 
was powered by a national alacrity in signing promissory notes. 
The economic, tangible reality which these notes represented was 
an endless procession of cars slowly making their way to the junk- 
yard. But each car in that immense procession was so far removed 
from the note thaj it secured, that nobody cared where it hap- 
pened to be, or who had possession of it. As Thurman W. Arnold 
pointed out, the procession supported installment paper (a credit 
instrument) in precisely the same fashion that the gold buried at 
Fort Knox supported the national currency and credit; everybody 
believed in its existeiice, and this universal confidence was suffi- 
cient. Faith in the jurikyard-bound stream of antiques kept the 
assembly lines moving at a profitable rate of speed. 

Somewhere along that dismal road, even very poor Americans 
were able to intercept cars that they could afford to buy — on the 
installment plan. They paid more for these cars than they were 
worth; so had the dealers who originally accepted them as trade- 
ins. For it was not to the industry’s advantage to permit a cash — 
and competitive — ^market in used cars; such a market would 
inevitably depress prices to a point where Joe Doakes might find 
it more advantageous to buy a good used car than a new one. 
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The high ccKit of installment buying, the fact that the auto- 
motive industry was constantly taking mortgages on the future 
incomes of consumers, did not escape criticism. The social results 
were dubiously regarded by many authorities. Since installment 
purchase encouraged Americans to buy cars more costly than their 
means warranted, it also prompted them to reduce other expendi- 
tures; even for such presumably basic needs as food, clothing, 
shelter and medical service. In this way it operated to contract the 
economy; and this effect conceivably could reach a point where 
the market for cars itself would contract. But the major point 
made by critics was that installment purchase of cars deprived 
Americans of the satisfaction of important social needs. 

To tins, in ordinary times, the automotive industry had a 
ready answer. Without installment buying, it couldn’t expand; it 
couldn't even stabilize production at a high rate. Unless it was 
able to do so, the jobs of nine million people would be imperilled; 
the business of one out of every six firms would be adversely 
affected; the whole national economy would be seriously im- 
paired. 

The dilemma appeared to be a real one. 

Yet the average American looked at the whole situation from 
quite another point of view. A new car was a package containing 
about one hundred thousand miles of transportation. Well-to-do 
folk bought the whole package. Less advantaged Americans 
bought whatever portion of the package they felt they dared risk. 
It might be the last sixty thousand miles. It might be only the last 
six thousand. But whatever it was, it put wheels under them. 

And to be on wheels was the desire of every American. The 
privilege of mobility was the criterion of happiness, the evidence 
of personal success. Was it not, therefore, more important than 
anything else? The conviction that it was had created the nation’s 
most brutalizing industry, its most rebellious labor union, its 
lai^est corporate colossus, its second largest fortune. 

And it had, besides, completely transformed the society and 
civilization in which Americans lived. 
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CHAPTER I 


Harsh Discords and 

Unpieasing Sharps 


I IHutiriotft Pothflndbr 

It was Christmas Eve of 1906. Some of the vessels plying up 
and, down the Atlantic coast of the United States had been 
equipped with the newfangled wireless apparatus. On these, in 
wireless rooms behind the bridges, operators were sitting at their 
instruments, wearing their headsets. Here and there, on land, 
amateur tinkcrers were tending their homemade receivers to 
listen in, as usual, on any messages that might be traveling across 
space in the familiar dot-dash of Morse code. 

Most of them, picking up the reiterated "CQCQ” that prefaced 
a message, eagerly awaited the buzzing of coded text that would 
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follow. All but a very few were unnerved by a sense of hallucina- 
tion. Faintly, through their earphones, there came the sound of 
a man’s voice, speaking. Presently, the music of a phonograph 
record. Then, someone playing a violin. The speaker’s voice, 
unskillfully raised in song , . . On ships at sea, wireless operators 
shouted for officers to come and listen. Headsets were quickly 
passed from one man to another. The unnatural experience wasn’t 
a hallucination, after all. To the mystified listeners, it took on the 
quality of a miracle. For nothing like it had ever been heard 
before. As far down the coast as Norfolk, Virginia, operators who 
had listened to the first of all radio broadcasts began reporting its 
reception to the new wireless station at Brant Rock, eleven miles 
from Plymouth, Massachusetts. 

In the lonely little station, that Christmas Eve, a few scientists, 
invited to attend the demonstration of wireless telephony, had 
joined the staff. Everyone was eager and hopeful, but failure 
would have surprised nobody except the inventor himself. For 
Professor Reginald Aubrey Fessenden, as his wife remarked long 
afterwards, seemed to live by the theory advocated in Through 
the Looking Glass: “practise believing so many impossible things 
before breakfast.’’ Tall, massive, rugged, his broad face fringed 
with whiskers, Fessenden was a commanding figure, and his air of 
quiet authority was amply justified, for at the age of forty he had 
long been recognized as one of the nation’s foremost electrical 
wizards. “The program on Christmas Eve,’’ he wrote later, “was 
as follows: first a short speech by me saying what we were going 
to do, then some phonograph music — the music on the phono- 
graph being Handel’s ‘Largo.’ Then came a violin solo by me, 
being a composition of Gounod called ‘O, Holy Night’ and ending 
up with the words, ‘Adore and be still’ of which I sang one verse, 
in addition to playing on the violin, though the singing of course 
was not very good. Then came the Bible text, ‘Glory to God in 
the highest and on earth peace to men of good will,’ and finally we 
wound up by wishing them a Merry Christmas and then saying 
that we proposed to broadcast again on New Year’s Eve.’’ In its 
form, the first broadcast was likewise the precursor of all radio 
variety programs. 
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So swift was the progress of science during the hist half of the 
twentieth century that when Americans, forty years later, read 
about Fessenden’s experiment, they found difficulty in understand- 
ing why it had been invested with the quality of magic. Yet in 
1906 wireless telegraphy, only a decade old, was the latest of 
marvels. Wireless telephony, as a means of communication, was 
held to be a dubious possibility. But the notion of sending out into 
space, hour after hour and day after day, music and song to enter- 
tain listeners, had occurred to nobody. It had not even occurred 
10 Fessenden, who regarded his demonstration, that Christmas 
Eve, partly as a scientific adventure and partly as a means of secur- 
ing commercial publicity. For Fessenden, like other contemporary 
inventors obsessed by the problems of space-bridging, had a clear 
vision of the pot of gold that might lie at the other end of their 
elusive rainbow. The examples of Alexander Graham Bell and, 
more recently, Gugliclmo Marconi, gave practical point to their 
dreams. 

Unlike Bell, who was striving to perfect a “harmonic tele- 
graph" when, almost by accident, he succeeded in inventing the 
telephone, Marconi had conceived his real objective at the very 
outset. Bom in 1874 to an Italian father and an Irish mother, he 
was fascinated by the theory of electricity from childhood. Scarcely 
a decade liefore lus birth, the great British physicist James Clerk 
Maxwell had advanced the theory that electrical impulses travel 
through space in the form of waves moving with the velocity of 
light. In 1887, the German physicist Heinrich Hertz confirmed 
Maxwell’s theory by a successful experiment, proving that elec- 
trical waves could be sent out at will by an oscillating circuit. 
Tliereafter, the so-called "Hertzian waves” became the subject of 
experiment in laboratories everywhere. In 189a the British physi- 
cist, Sir William Crookes, writing in the Fortnightly Review, first 
pointed out the ptMsibility of using these waves to achieve 
"telegraphy acrow space." All that remained to be discovered, so 
Crookes asserted, were a method of generating waves of any 
desired length; more delicate and selective detectors than had been 
devised; and some form of directional instrument. That same 
year, the French scientist Edouard Branly invented an improved 



[408] "Litfen to Voices in the Upper Air" 

appliance for detecting electro-magnetic waves: the Branly co- 
herer. 

It was shortly after he read Crookes’ essay that young Marconi 
began his experiments. He introduced a Morse telegraph instru- 
ment into his circuit, perfected Branly’s coherer, set up an aerial, 
and by 1895 was able to transmit messages for a distance of more 
than a mile. Rebuffed by Italian authorities whom he tried to 
interest in his invention, Marconi went to England, where he took 
out patents. In order to demonstrate his system of wireless teleg- 
raphy, he sent and received signals from stations set up in London 
on opposite banks of the Thames. British capitalists were quickly 
interested, and in 1897 a company was formed — Marconi’s Wire- 
less Telegraph Company, Ltd. — ^to which the youthful inventor 
assigned worldwide patent rights for every country except Italy. 
British interests had achieved an almost complete monopoly of 
cable communication throughout the world, and they now hoped 
to set up a worldwide wireless system. In 1899, Marconi came to 
the United States, and under the auspices of the Navy Department 
made a test of his system. The battleships New York and Massa- 
chusetts were equipped with his installations, and established 
communication across thirty-six miles of ocean. Admiral Robley 
D. Evans, commander of the fleet, convinced that the era of the 
homing pigeon had passed, began pressing the Secretary of the 
Navy to equip all naval vessels with Marconi’s invention. An 
American Marconi company was soon established, the dominant 
controlling interest in which was retained by the British company. 
But when the Navy sought to buy Marconi equipment for its 
ships, the American company, although willing to lease it, refused 
to make any outright sale. Incensed at this refusal, naval authori- 
ties negotiated for a wireless system produced by a German 
inventor. The breach between Marconi and the United States 
Navy was destined to have important consequences two decades 
later, which would contribute, obliquely, to the American develop- 
ment of radio broadcasting. On Friday, December 13, 1901, the 
first wireless signals spanned the Atlantic Ocean. The Morse 
telegraphic letter “S,” coded as three dots, transmitted by Mar- 
coni’s station at Poldhu, in Cornwall, was received by the inventor 
at St. John’s, Newfoundland. 
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Marconi had liberated telegraphic communication by Morse 
code £rom its terrestrial bondage to wires and poles, its aquatic 
prison in a cable. He had, so to speak. Hung it into the skies, made 
it free of the heavens. But he probably did not realize that he 
had likewise come within reasonable distance of an even more 
spectacular miracle. The discovery of a method of putting the 
human voice on the air, of Elling it witli music or speech instead 
of the impersonal clatter of telegraph keys, was made by Fessenden 
—a self-taught genius who, fundamentally, was a research scientist 
with an inclination to uncharted fields and a flair for achieving the 
improbable. 

Fessenden, although bom in Canada, was of American ancestry. 
Soon after graduating from college he secured a position at 
Edison's laboratories in Llewellyn Park and there, to make up 
for his lack of technical training, he spent his nights studying 
electrical theory and analytical mechanics. Released when financial 
difficulties overtook Edison, Fessenden taught electrical engineer- 
ing at Purdue University and at Western University in Pittsburgh. 
By this time, he had made some important contributions to 
electrical theory, and also had perfected several revolutionary 
inventions. He fiad read the results of Hertz’s experiments as soon 
as these were published, and his imagination was excited by the 
possibility of wireless communication. In 1889, even before the 
publication of Sir William Crookes’ inspiring article, Fessenden 
had urged Edison to let him undertake research in the new field, 
but his project was not realized. At Purdue, however, and 
subsetjuently at Western University, he conducted extensive re- 
searches in the production and detection of the Hertzian waves. 
As a result, by the late 1890s, he became convinced that prevail- 
ing methods of transmission and reception were inadequate and 
that Marconi, who had incorporated these in his system, was 
launched on what might prove to be a wrong course. Fessenden’s 
ho{K was to develop an entirely different system. In 1899, the 
United States Weather Bureau invited Fessenden to develop a 
system to be used in transmitting its weather forecasts by wireless, 
and for the next decade he was to be concerned exclusively with 
the development of the new medium of communication. 

Late in igoo, at his Weather Bureau station at Cobb Island, 
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Maryland, sixty miles down the Potomac from Washington, Fessen- 
den achieved his first notable triumph. He succeeded in trans- 
mitting intelligible human speech by wireless, between two masts 
fifty feet high and one mile apart. This was only five years after 
Marconi, in Italy, had first sent Morse signals over the same 
distance. Although the results of Fessenden’s trial were far from 
perfect, they convinced him that he was on the right track. Some 
months earlier, with the same equipment, he had successfully 
transmitted telegraphic messages to the Navy wireless station at 
Arlington, Virginia, over a distance of more than fiifty mdes. 
Encouraged by these exploits, the Weather Bureau expanded the 
number of its experimental stations, and Fessenden concentrated 
on improving his receiving apparatus. By 1902, his results were 
sufiiciently promising to enlist the interest of two Pittsburgh 
capitalists, Thomas H. Given and Hay Walker, Jr., who formed 
the National Electric Signaling Company to exploit Fessenden’s 
patents and finance his subsequent experiments. The new company 
intended not only to compete, in the field of wireless telegraphy, 
with the Marconi system and others, but to develop a commercially 
practicable system of wireless telephony as well. By 1905, Fessen- 
den had developed radical innovations in reception and trans- 
mission. Late that year, the company erected twin steel towers, four 
hundred feet high, at Brant Rock, Massachusetts and Machriha- 
nish, in Scotland, and equipped them with his apparatus. On 
January 3, 1906, Fessenden established reciprocal message com- 
munication between these stations, and thus was the first to achieve 
two-way transoceanic wireless telegraphy. 

It was to the field of wireless telephony however— -the future 
medium of radio broadcasting — ^that Fessenden made contribu- 
tions which were unique and destined to be of enduring impor- 
tance. They were three in number. Two related to receiving 
equipment, and one to methods of transmission. His first invention 
was a detector, differing in principle from the crude coherer, and 
vastly superior to it in sensitivity. In appearance, the device 
resembled an electric bulb. It was a glass tube containing a .fila- 
ment of wire, one end of which was in contact with a solution 
of nitric acid. This solution had the peculiar property of so 
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modifying the rapidly vibrating signals released into space that, 
when hooked up into a circuit with a telephone receiver, the 
device translated them into clear speech. Fessenden named 
instrument the "liquid barretter”; it was equally efficient for 
purposes of wireless telegraphy, and soon displaced all previous 
receivers. 

Meanwhile, he had attacked the far more difficult problem of 
inventing a new form of transmitter. For purposes of wireless 
telephony, the spark transmitter had two notable disadvanuges. 
The alternating current that it created for a carrier was unsteady; 
as a result, over distance, the phenomena of "fading” and distor- 
tion were inevitable. Moreover, it emitted a continuous din which, 
also tieing transmitted, effectually drowned out the human voice. 
What Fessenden wanted was a device that would produce a strong, 
steady current oscillating above the range of audibility of the 
human ear. The fastest alternator then known would produce only 
some live thousand oscillations — or cycles — per second; but up to 
liftecn thousand were audible as noise. Fessenden, imaginatively 
exploring the then unknown domain of the higher frequencies, 
wanted a machine capable of one hundred thousand oscillations 
every second. No such machine had ever before been conceived. 

His quest for a high-speed alternator was all but heartbreaking 
in its disap{>oint(nents. He made his own desigpns, submitted them 
to various companies, then modified the designs which they pro- 
duced. He built and rebuilt model after model. Finally, in 1903, 
Clharles P. Stcinmetz of the General Electric Company provided 
him with an alternator capable of ten thousand cycles per second. 
The following year, Fessenden renewed his request for a one- 
hundred-thousand-cycle alternator. This seemingly fantastic com- 
mission the company turned over, not to Steinmetz, but to a 
comp.trativeIy new member of its engineering staff. Dr. Ernst 
Fretlerik Wemer Alexanderson, a native of Sweden. Alexanderson 
within a year furnished Fessenden with an alternator capable of 
fifty thousand cycles, and it was with this instrument that Fessen- 
den succeeded in establishing two-way wireless communication 
across the Atlantic, and making the first of all radio broadcasts. 

Fessenden's third invention, long afterwards to become of basic 
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importance in radio broadcasting, was a receiver which he named 
the “heterodyne.” This was a device capable of taking an inaudible 
high frequency, mixing it with a lower one, and obtaining as a 
workable product the diflEerence between the two — an audible 
frequency. But there was no need, in 1905, for Fessenden’s 
heterodyne, and it remained without practical use for a dozen 
years until, during the First World War, Major Edwin Howard 
Armstrong developed from it his “superheterodyne” system of 
reception which, still later, became the standard receiver circuit 
in all radios. 

Shortly after making his epochal broadcast in 1906, Fessenden 
became convinced that wireless telephony was not likely to become 
commercially practicable, or financially profitable, for many years. 
He therefore devoted himself to wireless telegraphy, produced an 
invention which promised to revolutionize its technique, and ap- 
peared to be on the very threshold of great fortune when a quarrel 
with his backers, and subsequent litigation, wrecked his company. 
In the protracted legal struggle over the rights to his patents, 
Fessenden eventually sacrificed the use of his wireless inventions. 
As a result, he turned to other provinces of electrical science, 
continued making important discoveries, and enjoyed a long and 
distinguished career. But honors later came to him as the fore- 
father of radio, a development which he had never anticipated, 
though he had been the first to pursue a course that led to it. For 
Fessenden was the earliest to conceive, and successfully undertake, 
the preliminary work that had to be done before the human voice, 
or music, could be broadcast. He had furnished a sensitive detec- 
tor capable of snaring them, and reproducing their natural tones. 
He had taken the first steps in developing a reliable high-frequency 
current on which to transmit them. He had thus invoked the 
future. 

2 Giver of Power 

In 1901, a young Swedish electrical engineer landed for the 
first time in New York City. Although only twenty-three years old, 
Ernst F. W. Alexanderson was a graduate of the Royal Technical 
University of Stockholm, and had also taken a year of postgraduate 



Hanh Discards and Unpleasing Sharps [413] 

work at rfie Technical University of Berlin, chiefly with Professor 
Slaby, co-inventor of the German Slaby-Arco system of wireless 
telc^aphy. In Berhn he had read Charles P. Steinmetz’s Altcvnat- 
ing Current Phenomena, and this work so excited him that he 
determined to come to the United States to try to meet its author. 

The day after his arrival in New York, Alexanderson went out 
to the Edison laboratories in New Jersey, hoping merely to catch 
a glimpse of the great inventor. That he might be able to talk with 
Edison never occurred to him; in Europe unknown young men 
were not granted such privileges. But Edison’s gatekeeper showed 
no surprise when Alexanderson explained the purpose of his visit. 
He said that the inventor would be leaving his laboratory late in 
the afternoon, and if the young man wished to wait, he could 
probably have a word with Edison then. To Alexanderson’s 
amazement, his patience was finally rewarded, for he succeeded in 
having a talk with Edison. This unexpected fortune encouraged 
him to go to Schenectady, New York, a few weeks later, and call 
at the home of his idol, the master-magician of the General Electric 
Company. Admitted and taken to Steinmetz, he was shocked by 
the physical appearance of the man whom he had expected to find 
almost gtxllike. Facing him was a misshapen little hunchback, 
clad in a black bathing suit, crouched over a table and smoking a 
long, thick cigar. Steinmetz barked questions at him — about his 
ambitions, abilities and experience. But, as the interview went on, 
Alexanderson forgot his inquisitor's gnomelike body, and when 
Steinmetz began finally to talk of his own work, the young man 
realized that he was listening to a genius. 

In February, igoa, on Steinmetz’s recommendation, Alexander- 
son was employed by the General Electric Company, and two 
years later became a member of its engineering staff, assigned 
to work on the designing of generators under Steinmeu’s direc- 
tion. His work was soon recognized as extraordinarily brilliant, 
but his first outstanding achievement was the production of 
Fessenden's fifty-thousand-cycle alternator. Later models of this 
invention, constantly improved, and with its potential continu- 
ously augmented, brought him worldwide fame. For the Alexan- 
derson alternator, for many years fundamental in long-distance 
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telephony over land lines as well as over wireless, proved to be an 
epoch-making invention. Because it was a technological instrument 
of primary importance, it became a central issue in the high policy 
of the United States Government. As a result, it led to a develop- 
ment which had immense significance for radio broadcasting — ^a 
still non-existent social agency. 

In April. 1917, when the United States entered the First World 
War, the Federal government took over all high-powered wireless 
stations and placed them under the control of the Navy Depart- 
ment. The government likewise took over all patents in the field 
of wireless communication, creating a patent pool which made it 
possible to place orders for equipment with manufacturers irre- 
spective of their individual patent rights. Two years earlier, in the 
spring of 1915, Guglielmo Marconi had come to the United States 
in order to persuade Owen D. Young, then head of the legal 
department of the General Electric Company, to sell the Marconi 
system exclusive rights to the use of the Alexanderson alternator. 
These negotiations had been interrupted by a summons from the 
Italian War Department recalling Marconi to Italy. However, an 
alternator capable of one hundred thousand cycles was installed 
in the station of the Marconi company at New Brunswick, New 
Jersey, which during the war was operated by the Navy. It was 
due to this alternator that, on January 8, 1918, President Wood- 
row Wilson was able to transmit to the entire world his' momen- 
tous address to Congress on the Fourteen Points. 

Shortly after the Armistice of November, 1918, the British- 
controlled Marconi company resumed its negotiations for exclusive 
rights to the Alexanderson.altemator. This became known to the 
Navy Department. High officials of the Department recalled the 
Marconi company’s refusal to sell its wireless equipment, two 
decades earlier. They concluded that exclusive possession of the 
alternator would give a British company absolute control over 
American wireless communication. They so reported to President 
Woodrow Wilson, then in Paris. The transmittal of his Fourteen 
Points to the world had already convinced Wilson that possession 
of a powerful wireless system was of the greatest strategic impor- 
tance. He therefore sent Admiral BuUard as his personal emissary 
to Owen D. Young with a request that the General Electric 
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Company refuse to grant exclusive use of the Alexanderson 
alternator to any foreign-controlled wireless system. 

Naval authorities nevertheless realized that the General Elec- 
tric Company had every right to seek a commercial market for the 
alternator. So they developed a project which, with the approval of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Assistant Secretary of the Navy, was sub- 
mitted to Owen D. Young. The Navy proposed to Young that 
die General Electric Company establish a subsidiary to furnish the 
United States an American-controlled wireless system; the com- 
pany could then sell its alternators to this subsidiary. One diffi- 
culty stood in the way of this project. Neither General Electric, nor 
any other American company, individually owned all the patents 
required to create a complete wireless system. But this difficulty 
was finally solved in 1919 when, with official approval, Owen D. 
Young organized the Radio Corporation of America, and by 
ncgatialing a scries of cross-licensing agreements secured for it an 
equivalent of the wartime patent pool created by the Federal 
government. This merging of all essential patent rights in a single 
organization became a major factor in the sensational development 
of radio braidcasling during the following decade. 

Meanwhile, Ijcfore and during the First World War, Alexan- 
derton had made other inventions in wireless communication 
almcMt as valuable as his alternator. He produced a magnetic 
amplifier which made possible transatlantic wireless telephony. He 
invented a multiple-tuned antenna ten times more powerful than 
any previously used. Even more significantly, he brought to final 
perfection a device that was destined to displace both his alter- 
nator and magnetic amplifier. This was the audion, invented by 
Lee De Forest, which had been improved by Irving Langmuir of 
the General Electric Company — a celebrated chemist, and future 
winner of the Nobel Prize — and H. P. Arnold, of the American 
Telephone and Telegraph Company. To their work, Alexanderson 
added furtlier technical improvements which eventually gave the 
world the vacuum tube that became the basic element in all radio 
broadcasting transmitters and receiving sets. After the First World 
War, Alexanderson developed the system of tuned radio frequency 
later incorporated in all selective receiving sets. He also invented 
the directional antenna; this was to find spectacular use whm the 
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State Department began “beaming” radio programs to foreiga 
lands. His many inventions in the field of radio brought Alexan- 
derson a dramatic personal reward when, in 1923, broadcast 
descriptions of his six-year-old son, who had been kidnapped, led 
to the boy’s recovery. One year after this episode, he demonstrated 
a new invention by transmitting the first facsimile message ever 
sent across the ocean by wireless — z greeting, in his own hand- 
writing, to his father, in Sweden. Dr. Alexanderson was also one 
of the pioneer workers in the field of television, and in December, 
1926, he gave the first demonstration of this new marvel to be 
offered in the United States. 

Although honored by scientists throughout the world, Dr. 
Alexanderson was scarcely known by the millions of Americans 
whose lives were daily influenced by his inventions. In 1942, 
Herbert Asbury published a study of him in Popular Science. To 
Asbury, he seemed very unlike the popular conception of a 
scientist; he looked like a successful business executive. A graying, 
brown-eyed man with a close-cropped mustache, his expression was 
quizzical, his manner kindly. His favorite pastimes were sailing 
and reading; Asbury reported that his only idiosyncrasy was an 
apparent fondness for keys. On the end of a long chain attached 
to his belt, he carried “a bunch of keys and appliances, including 
can and bottle openers, as large as a grapefruit.” Attached to the 
key-ring was an object which Alexanderson described as his most 
prized personal possession. It was the first purchase that he had 
made in the United States; a circular slide rule somewhat larger 
than a silver dollar. His interest was centered on contributing 
materially to the winning of the Second World War, then in 
progress. But he acknowledged another ambition. He had long 
wished to meet a native of Sweden who, like himself, had made 
a career in America — the motion-picture actress, Greta Garbo. 
“But I suppose,” Dr. Alexanderson told Asbury, “she’s very hard 
to meet” 

3 Father of Radio 

On the audion, subsequently perfected as a vacuum tube, was 
erected the whole structure of radio broadcasting and reception. 
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A little device made of glass and wire, it was invented in 1906 by 
Lee De Forest, who had determined to produce a detector more 
sensitive and efficient than any previously discovered. But by the 
middle of the twentieth century this electronic instrument was 
recognized to be man’s most versatile servant. Its uses were ap- 
parently limitless. It resembled a universal, onmipotent genie. 
Without it, every radio station would be silent, and every receiver 
go dead. Television and facsimile broadcasting would cease; long- 
distance telephone circuits would fail; the movies and loud- 
speakers would become dumb. Airplanes, lacking radio beacons 
and instruments for blind landing, would fly under primitive 
conditions. The audion had given rise to industries said to repre- 
sent an investment of six billion dollars. It had become uniquely 
valuable to the sciences of astro-physics, mineralogy and medicine. 
New purposes to which it could be applied were constantly being 
discovered. Yet to its inventor, this inexhaustibly useful instru- 
ment had brought relatively litde happiness, though great fame. 

For Lee De Forest had heard his invention derided in a court- 
room. He had been severely reprimanded by an eminent jurist 
who had admonished him to “get a common, garden variety of job 
and stick to it.’’ He had narrowly escaped criminal conviction 
on charges of fraud, only because twelve laymen were better able 
than officers of the law to determine that his audion was not a 
worthless hoax. He had won and lost four fortunes, and through- 
out his career had been involved in continuous patent litigation. 
But, as he neared his eightieth year, De Forest was still actively 
engaged in electronic research. He was a tall, thin, white-haired 
mjm whose emaciated fcice, with its high cheekbones, grim mouth, 
and deep-set, burning blue eyes few people ever forgot. And, even 
in old age, he seemed to be driven by a kind of nervous energy 
that allowed him no respite. 

Bom in Council Bluffi, Iowa, in 1873, De Forest was the son of 
a Congregational minister who shortly afterwards was appointed 
head of a school for Negroes in Talladega, Alabama. As a Northern 
child in a small Southern community during the bitter decade 
after the War between the States, his early years were lonely and 
unhappy. It was the era of miraculous new inventions: the gas 
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engine, telephone, electric light and dynamo, among others. The 
poetry of science attracted him, even in boyhood. Reared in 
extreme poverty, he dreamed of great riches; shunned by other 
youths, he craved worldwide fame. He determined to become an 
inventor. By the time he was seventeen he had resolved to enter the 
Sheffield Scientific School at Yale, and after working his way 
through a preparatory school he did so. At Yale, he studied under 
a great scientist and great teacher, Josiah Willard Gibbs, the 
founder of physical chemistry. It was Gibbs who fired De Forest’s 
ambition to explore the new domain opened by the experiments 
of Hertz; to take a postgraduate course in electrical engineering, 
and devote himself to research into the possibilities of wireless 
communication. Writing his thesis on the Hertzian waves, De 
Forest received, in 1898, his coveted doctorate, and found com- 
pensation for the higher learning in the form of a tedious, routine 
job in the Chicago plant of the Western Electric Company at the 
grandiose salary of eight dollars a week. 

Like Fessenden, De Forest recognized the need for a detector 
superior to the Branly coherer, and it was to this problem that he 
returned every evening, after his day’s work. “I study blue prints 
and apparatus during spare moments,” he noted in his journal, 
“and at night come back to my bedroom to go deeper and deeper 
into the fascinating world of wireless. I feel that I am on the first 
rung of the ladder. It is very high and it grows wider and wider 
as I mount, but I can climb.” Eventually, he received permission 
to conduct his experiments in the Western Electric Company’s 
laboratory; later, in return for some hours of teaching every week, 
he was allowed to use a laboratory at the Armour Institute. The 
invention that finally emerged was a new type of detector, which 
he named the “responder,” or electrolytic anti-coherer. By the 
summer of 1901, in two distance tests at Chicago, this device had 
proved its efficacy. To publicize it, De Forest hit upon the notion 
of taking his equipment to New York, and arranging to report, for 
a press syndicate, the international yacht races to be held off Sandy 
Hook. Arriving in New York, he learned that the Associated Press 
had contracted with the Marconi Company to furnish this service, 
but he persuaded the Publishers’ Press Association to put him 
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under contract, and talked a New York business man into financing 
him to the amount of one thousand dollars. Both news services 
widely advertised the new project of wireless reporting, but on the 
day of the race, the Marconi and De Forest signals jammed each 
other, and the rival press associations secured their reports by flag 
code. Both, however, announced their results as having been re- 
ceived by wireless, so De Forest achieved the wide publicity that 
had been his objective. 

This publicity soon brought De Forest a visit from Abraham 
White, a gaudy, optimistic and highly persuasive promoter. The 
De Forest Wireless Telegraph Company was soon formed; a small 
factory was set up to manufacture equipment to be designed by 
De Forest; experimental stations were established in lower New 
York City, and on Staten Island. Meanwhile, with one of his 
assistants, he had developed an improved electrolytic detector 
which began to find a ready sale. But this device resembled Fessen- 
den’s liquid barretter, and the similarity provoked a lawsuit which 
was decided in Fessenden’s favor. White, whose frenzied stock- 
selling campaign had already involved him in financial difficulties, 
forced De Forest to resign from the company. This decision was 
probably facilitated by the appearance of a new type of detector 
destined to play an important role in the eventual creation of 
an audience for radio. 

It was this new device- — the crystal detector — which, well into 
the nineteen-twenties, formed the basis of the homemade sets put 
together by thousands of amateurs who, spending their evenings 
wearing earphones, used it to translate into the faint tones of 
music or speech the equally faint signals in space that drifted down 
their aerials. In 1906, General Henry C. Dimwoody discovered 
that carborundum, when connected with an aerial, had the prop- 
erty of detecting signals and converting them into sound. At the 
same time, Greenleaf W. Pickard discovered that galena and 
silicon possessed the same property. The Dunwoody and Pickard 
receivers had the immediate effect of popularizing wireless teleg- 
raphy. By moving the point of a wire over the surface of a stone 
until maximum clarity of reception was attained, any amateur 
could enjoy the delight of eavesdropping on the world — a. far 
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more amusing pastime than listening in on the party-line tele- 
phone. The crystal receiver had one disadvantage: there was no 
feasible method of amplifying the sounds it picked up. But to 
American youth, it opened a new dimension of experience, a new 
field of exploration and experiment. All over the land, boys and 
young men, working in the isolation of their homes, began im- 
provising apparatus with which to fish out of invisible space the 
clatter of Morse code. Many of them went on to build crude 
transmitters, and the air eventually was to become clogged with 
gossip in dot and dash. 

To De Forest, out of a job because his company had adopted it, 
the crystal detector, in 1906, seemed both a nemesis and a chal- 
lenge. He went to work once again, to devise, if he could, a 
receiver superior to the best that had been produced. The best 
in existence was the valve which had been patented in England 
two years earlier by J. Ambrose Fleming, technical adviser to the 
British Marconi company, and shortly afterward patented in the 
United States by the American subsidiary. Fleming’s valve looked 
like an ordinary electric-light bulb. It contained a wire filament 
that glowed and became hot when the current was turned on, 
but it also contained a metal plate. It resembled a bulb which, 
thirty years earlier, Thomas Edison had designed and discarded. 
Edison’s bulb had produced a peculiar effect for which he could 
not account; it had set up a current that leaped from the filament 
to the plate. Physicists later explained this “Edison effect” by the 
fact that the hot filament threw off a stream of electrons which 
passed to the plate. Fleming, constructing an improved model of 
the Edison bulb, connected its plate with an antenna, and its fila- 
ment to the ground. This device reduced the frequency of signals 
to a point where they became audible when a telephone receiver 
had been introduced into the circuit. 

It was this Fleming valve detector that De Forest set out to 
improve. For several months, he performed hundreds of experi- 
ments with no success. Finally, one day, he bent a piece of wire 
into the shape of a tiny gridiron. He inserted this “grid” into his 
glass tube, between the filament and the plate, and attached it to 
his antenna. The tiny grid acted as a sensitive control of the 
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Stream of electrons passing from filament to plate. The addition 
of this third element made the device a better detector than any 
which had ever been invented. De Forest named it the audion, and 
a patent application was drawn up late in December, 1906, but so 
poor was the inventor that it could not be filed until January 
29, 1907, because he lacked the necessary fifteen-dollar fee required 
by the Patent Office. The miracles of which his audion was 
eventually to be capable were not foreseen by De Forest, and it 
was not until six years later that a student at Columbia, Edwin 
H. Armstrong, discovered that the audion could not only detect 
radio waves, but could also generate them. 

De Forest determined to put his audion to use in experiments 
with wireless telephony, and during the summer of 1907, from a 
building on lower Fourth Avenue in New York City, carried on 
extensive test broadcasts in which he was assisted by Peter Cooper 
Hewitt, inventor of the mercury vapor lamp and an ardent wire- 
less amateur, who had a laboratory in the tower of Madison Square 
Garden, three blocks away. Presently, the De Forest Radio Tele- 
phone Company was formed by a group of promoters, whose 
stock-selling activities within a few years would bring the com- 
pany’s officers and De Forest himself under prosecution for fraud. 
But, at first, the inventor’s prospects appeared to be very promis- 
ing. During one of his test broadcasts, he had invited a young 
soprano to sing two songs. The wireless officer on duty at the 
Brooklyn Navy Yard, astonished by hearing them, and unable to 
identify the source of this mysterious transmission, had promptly 
reported the matter to a New York newspaper, which printed the 
item. When De Forest read it, he cleared up the mystery. Mean- 
while, the incident came to the attention of Admiral Robley D. 
Evans, who presumably listened to later broadcasts. One of the 
first naval officers to realize the importance of wireless, Evans now 
became a militant advocate of De Forest’s system of wireless 
telephony. When an American fleet departed on a world cruise in 
the autumn of 1907, twenty of its vessels were equipped with 
wireless telephones. 

De Forest’s irrepressible flair for publicity led him, during the 
summer of 1908, to stage a spectacular feat. He made a broadcast 
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from the Eiffel Tower in Paris, anticipating the future by playing 
a program of phonograph records. The program was heard as far 
away as Marseilles, a distance of five hundred miles, and the 
episode caused a brief sensation. Though his major purpose was 
to create a market for his telephone system, De Forest had already 
arrived at a concept of radio broadcasting as a social institution. 
“My ruling ambition, when I was entirely occupied with my work 
in radio,” he wrote some years later in Success Magazine, “was to 
see the radio telephone, through the universal chaimels of broad- 
casting, become a medium for bringing into each home the very 
best in entertainment, education, information, which the leaders 
in all these fields have to offer. To see radio become an immeasur- 
ably potent medium for rapidly widening the mental horizons of 
people more isolated, less accessible to the better things in music, 
lectures and general culture than are the fortunate few who can 
have these things direct. ... I saw in the radio telephone the 
ingredients of a new world cement, as penetrating and binding 
as it was invisible and intangible, to bind together the various 
peoples of the continent and finally of the globe in a quickened 
intelligence, a livelier sympathy, a deeper understanding.” During 
the winter of igio, De Forest demonstrated this concept in three 
remarkable broadcasts. For the first, he invited Mme. Marguerite 
Mazarin, a celebrated member of Oscar Hammerstein’s Manhattan 
Opera Company, to give a brief recital on the air. For the second, 
he asked his mother-in-law, the eminent suffragist Mrs. Harriot 
Stanton Blatch, to give a talk on the extension of suffrage to 
women: this was probably the first lecture, as well as the first 
example of political propaganda, ever to be put on the air. But De 
Forest’s third program was even more notable. On January 13, 
1910, he succeeded in broadcasting, from the stage of the Metro- 
politan Opera House, a performance of Cavalleria Rusticana 
sung by Mme. Emmy Destinn and Enrico Caruso. This broadcast, 
the first ever made of an actual performance of opera, was heard 
by some fifty listeners ki New York City and Newark, New Jersey; 
by wireless amateurs in Connecticut; and it was picked up by the 
wireless operator of the S.S. Avon, at sea;. 

Shortly afterward a series of misfortunes overtook De Forest in 
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quick luciTMuin. 'Hie American Marconi company instituted a 
suit against luni. t laiining that his audion infringed their patent on 
ihr l•^^lning valve. Dissatisfied stockholders in his wireless tele- 
|ihtmr cunqiany— following a sandal in Great Britain aused by 
sun k in.inijHilati.in of Marconi shares— complained that they had 
liren tlrfr-amled. The unfavorable publicity of a aiminal trial, in 
which Dr Forest himself was exonerated but certain of his asso- 
t iairs were caivitied, ruined the fortunes of his company beyond 
rrjMir, Hr h.id meanwhile succeeded in multiplying the apacity 
of htc audion to amjilify signals. He achieved this by connecting 
thrrr .itidintts in what he called a "cascade arrangement’’ whereby 
ihr mn|tui .if itir first was fed into the second, and the output of 
thr »r. onil w.i» frd into the third. The result of this arrangement 
w.i» to iiu rrair iiitq}tifit .-ttton of sound twenty-seven times. While 
in thr ini.Ut of his tlitlkultirs. De Forest had demonstrated this 
nrw imjHovrmrni to offiiials of the American Telephone and 
t>lr«i .ij»h t omjiany. for use as a telephone relay, and in 1913 the 
luitquiuv jnirt h..srd wire-telephone rights to the audion for fifty 
tiuitiMlid dollars. 

Dr I'oiru, however, retained the right to manufacture his 
lulirs f.H i..lr iti wireless amateurs, and in order to popularize the 
atultotii anomg the "hams," as they were coming to be known, he 
rrstiiiird his huvidiasiing activities. In 1916, he offered what was 
lirotMhtv the first commercially spnsored broadcast in a program 
of lately issued records made by the Golumbia Phonograph Com- 
jiatiy, and lulisrquriiity brought to his station in Highbridge 
various uugrts wlium the ctimjiany had engaged to make records. 
In if.r autumn of that year, he arranged the first “radio dance," 
ihr umsic for which was played at his station, and reproduced, 
ihrough amjihhers, in a home at Elizabeth, New Jersey. And on 
ihr nighi of ihr jHesidential election, in conjunction with the 
AVi.- lor* .fmeriiiui, he made the first continuous news broadcast 
rsrr jnii ou the air. t losing his jirogram with the announcement 
ih ii t h.uh» Evans Hughes had Irecn elected President of the 
thiiird .Siairs tmly to larn some days afterwards, with the rest 
of thr nauon, that Wtxrdrow Wilson had been returned to office. 

Wlirii die Hnilrtl Stales entered the First World War, in 
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April, 1917, the Federal government ordered all amateur wireless 
equipment to be disconnected and sealed. De Forest dismantled his 
station, and devoted himself to manufacturing wireless equipment 
for military use. During that year he sold his remaining rights 
in the audion to the American Telephone and Telegraph Com- 
pany. Though he resumed broadcasting for a brief period after 
the war, leadership in this field passed into other hands, and De 
Forest presently retired from it. But he had not only provided the 
device which was to become the foundation of a major social 
agency. He had furnished the agency, even before its birth, with 
an ideal of social purpose and responsibility. 

4 Great Inventor 

“Had it not been for the radio amateur, there could have been 
no radio broadcast, and no radio industry as it exists today.” So 
Lee De Forest, in the iggos told Hiram Percy Maxim, president 
of the American Radio Relay League, the national organization 
of “hams.” The man who most vividly illustrated the truth of this 
verdict was Edwin Howard Armstrong, professor of electrical 
engineering at Columbia University. 

Like De Forest himself, Armstrong decided to become an 
inventor in boyhood. In 1904, at the age of fifteen, he read an 
account of Marconi’s career, and surmised that the field of wireless 
telegraphy was still sufficiently new to yield important discoveries. 
Presently, in the attic room of his family’s home in Yonkers, New 
York, he fitted up a wireless set, and thereafter spent most of his 
free time beside it, wearing a pair of earphones and listening 
eagerly for whatever signals might flow down his aerial. The weak 
detectors then available seldom picked up commxmications origi- 
nating at any considerable distance, so that for the most part 
Armstrong overheard nothing more momentous than the coded 
chatter of other suburban hams. But this limitation, exasperating 
him as it did all enthuisastic amateurs, furnished a point of 
departure for his subsequent research. 

Entering Columbia in 1909, he took courses for a degree in 
electrical engineering and carried on independent experiments in 
the laboratories after classes. He was still searching for a better 
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detector when De Forest’s audion tube came on the market, but 
although it was a vast improvement over any previous one, 
Armstrong was dissatisfied with its performance. He had an in- 
tuition that De Forest had not thoroughly understood the po- 
tentialities of his own invention, and that the tube, if handled in 
some different fashion, might prove to be a far more sensitive 
instrument than De Forest, or anyone else, surmised. There fol- 
lowed a long period of patient, careful investigation. One night in 
the autumn of 1912, he was thrilled by detecting signals from 
distances never previously spanned. Further experiments revealed 
that if he took the radio signal as it came from the audion, and fed 
back part of it to reinforce the signal coming into the tube, the 
reinforced signal would, in turn, be amplified further by the 
audion. Continuous reinforcement would increase the volume of 
the detected signal several thousand times. This was the principle 
of Armstrong’s regenerative or “feed-back” circuit, which made 
possible the reception of transcontinental and transoceanic signals, 
and became fundamental to the development of commercial 
radio. But when Armstrong appealed to his father for money 
with which to patent his discovery, he was refused. An uncle, to 
whom he then applied, also refused him, but advised that he have 
the original drawing of his invention notarized, as a precaution, 
and Armstrong did this on January 31, 1913. 

In his last year at Columbia, Armstrong took courses with 
Professor Michael I. Pupin, professor of electro-mechanics and 
himself a famous inventor. Continuing his experiments with the 
audion, Armstrong noticed that it was emitting a curious whistling 
noise. This led him to a second momentous discovery about 
regeneration. He found that when the amount of the signal fed 
back into the audion attained a certain level, the audion ceased 
merely to amplify high frequency waves, and began itself to 
generate them. This new principle, applicable to radio trans- 
mission rather than radio reception, revealed a second use for his 
regenerative circuit that was to become fully as important as the 
first. For by this discovery, Armstrong paved the way for the 
modem continuous wave system of broadcasting, and the vacuum 
tube transmitter. 
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After receiving hit engineering degree in 1913, Anuttraiig 
accepted a pottiion at attittant in the engineering ichoot Ui wdor 
to continue itting itt laboratory. He applied for paienit on hit 
two invaationt, and bcgui working with Pitde«MEW Pupin on the 
problon df eliminating ttatic from radio reception. Hit regcaera* 
Uve circuit, ft«r which a fatent waa iteued in 1914. made a tentatloa 
aiiioi^ Kientittt concerned with wirelcaa. and iit tignifiooce was 
widely recopiiied. But Lee De Foreat. at inventor of the audkii 
tube, challenged AmMrong'a clahnt. and filed an applioitkin for a 
patent, claiin% fwlor hiventJoo of the circuit in both itt amplil^ 
bm and genarating uaet. Litigation over ihit ittue continue ftar 
twenty yean. In 1994. in a dccition deplored by ickniitit and 
iMoundu^ to the radio world, the Supreme Court handed down 
a verdict in De Forett't favor. When, alter thit decitioi. Armtirong 
returned to the Inttiiute of Radio Engineers the medal it iiad 
awarded him for hit invention of the regenerative circuit, the 
Inttitute promptly re^warded it. And tubwKiumily. Armtirong 
received the medal of the Franklin Iniiiiute. and the lUliton medal 
of ilie Amn’tcan Inttitute of Electrical Engitieert. with specific 
inciusiao of the regenerative circuit among the tfiventiont Im 
which thete honors were bestowed. 

It was while he was an officer td the Signal Corfia in France, 
during the First World War. that Armstrong perfected the hrtero- 
djme principle, originally discovered by Fetaenden. and developed 
hit superheterodyne lyticrm of reception which, combined with 
i^e vacuum tube, wit eveniuidly 10 become the standard circuit 
in all radio receivers. In I9<S« Armtirong undertook to demon* 
•twte itt merits before h%h officklt of the Radio Corporaiiun of 
America. He took a radio aet, iiiu> whkb it had been built, to the 
apartment of Owen D. Youn^ and when he emeripfd from the 
elevauxr, carryhig the set in hia armt, die radio was in full c^pera- 
ti^ with an opera program in progreti— an acbievemmi unpre* 
at a time when all sett required the use of an antenna, 
^li dmnonttration to amaicd the aiiembird company officials 
that they p^pily decided to adopt the novelty. Within a very 
few yean, it revolutionixed the produedon <d radio seta. The 
antenna disappeared, and receivers achieved a sensiiivenew and 
selectivity previously unknown. 
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In 1935, Armstrong announced a development which, at the 
middle of the century, seemed likely to rank as his greatest con- 
tribution to the field of radio. This brought to a triumphant 
conclusion his long quest for a means of overcoming static, and 
it inaugurated an entirely new system of broadcasting. The stand- 
ard system of broadcasting — ^known as amplitude modulation — 
imposed sound on a radio wave by varying the amplitude, or 
strength, of the wave. Armstrong’s system— known as frequency 
modulation- — ^imposed sound on a radio wave by varying its 
frequency, or pitch. Three major results were produced by this 
change in method. The new system virtually eliminated static 
whether man-made or the effect of such atmospheric disturbances 
as thunderstorms. It achieved a degree of fidelity in broadcasting 
incalculably superior to that of the standard system. And since 
FM transmission operated in the ultra-high frequencies, it opened 
ah entirely new section of the radio spectrum to broadcasting. The 
success of the revolutionary new “high fidelity” system was made 
apparent by two facts. At the end of 1948, there were more than 
700 commercial FM broadcasting stations operating in the United 
States. And annual production of FM receiving sets had reached a 
total of three million. 

5 Industrial Prophet 

On the last day of September, 1906, the chief engineer of the 
Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of America refused to hire 
a telegraph operator, but offered the applicant a job as office boy 
at five dollars and a half a week. The applicant accepted the job. 
His name was David Samoff, and he was fifteen years old. Bom in 
Russia, he had been brought to the United States by his parents 
six years earlier. As the eldest of five children, the death of his 
father had forced him to become a wage-earner at the age of ten. 
He had worked as a newsboy, then became a telegraph messenger. 
From his meager earnings he had bought an instrument, taught 
himself Morse code, and after six months had thought himself 
qualified for an operator’s job. At the Marconi Company he studied 
persistently, and iu 1908 was sent to the station at Nantucket to 
qualify as an operator. Two years later, he was made manager of 
the station at Sea Gate, New Jersey. 
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By this time, he had read every treatise on wireless telegraphy 
that he could procure, and was eager to take a course in electrical 
engineering at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. When the John 
Wanamaker stores made arrangements with the Marconi system 
to establish experimental point-to-point stations in their New 
York and Philadelphia establishments, SamofE applied for assign- 
ment to the New York store, and was transferred there. In April, 
1912, he picked up a terrifying message. “The S.S. Titanic ran 
into iceberg. Sinking fast.” The great liner, new queen of the 
seas, was on her maiden voyage, westbound to New York. The 
S.S. Carpathia, receiving the same message at sea, steamed through 
the fog toward the doomed liner. Apprised of the tragedy. Presi- 
dent William Howard Taft ordered ofiE the air all wireless stations 
except those engaged in rescue work. Meanwhile SamoflE sat at 
his instrument board for seventy-two hours without relief, picking 
up the heart-breaking details of the disaster, maintaining New 
York’s only contact with the desperate search for survivors. Seven 
hundred and six of those who had been on board — ^largely women 
and children in lifeboats, or clinging to driftwood- — ^were saved; 
fifteen hundred and seventeen perished in mid-ocean. That any 
lives were saved was due only to wireless, and the disaster pro- 
foundly impressed on the public the importance of radio service. 
A new law was passed by Congress, strengthening the existing 
requirements concerning equipment and operators on seagoing 
vessels. But out of the tragedy there had come a rumor that the 
work of rescue was impeded by the chit-chat communications of 
operators at sea. So Congress passed another law, requiring the 
licensing of operators and transmitting stations, including all 
amateurs. 

By 1916, having risen through a series of promotions, Samoff 
was assistant traffic manager of the Marconi company. In that year 
he sent a memorandum to Edward J. Nally, the company’s general 
manager, proposing an innovation which, at the time, must have 
seemed little short of fantastic. “I have in mind a plan of develop- 
ment which would make radio a household utility in the same 
sense as a piano or phonograph,” he wrote, “The idea is to bring 
music into the house by wireless. ... For example, a radio tele- 
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phone fxansmitter, having a range of say twenty-five to fifty miles 
can be installed at a fixed point where instrumental or vocal music 
or both are produced. . . . The receiver can be designed in the 
form of a simple ‘radio music box’ and arranged for several 
different wave lengths, which could be changeable with the throw- 
ing of a single switch or pressing of a single button ...” Pains- 
takingly, and in detail, the twenty-five-year-old visionary went on 
to elaborate his project. The music box could be supplied with 
amplifying tubes and a loudspeaker, and a small loop antenna 
could be developed to go with it. Thus the music box could be 
placed on a table in the parlor or living room, the switch set, and 
the transmitted music be received. This device would do away 
with the headsets in current use. Within the radius specified, 
there would be hundreds of thousands of families, all capable of 
being served simultaneously by a single transmitter. In addition 
to music, lectures could be broadcast; events of national impor- 
tance could be announced and instantly received; baseball scores 
could be transmitted through the air by the use of one set installed 
at the Polo Grounds. “This proposition,” he argued, “would be 
especially interesting to farmers and others living in outlying 
districts removed from cities. By the purchase of a ‘radio music 
box’ they could enjoy concerts, lectures, music, recitals, etc., which 
may be going on in the nearest city within their radius.” 

By methods of mass production, Samoff suggested, his pro- 
jected “radio music box” could be sold to the public for about 
seventy-five dollars; he thought one million sets might be sold 
within three years. “Aside from the profit to be derived from this 
proposition,” he pointed out, “the possibilities for advertising for 
the company are tremendous; for its name would ultimately be 
brought into the household and wireless would receive national 
and universal attention.” In making this suggestion, Samoff was 
not proposing that revenue could be earned by the sale of advertis- 
ing time on the air — a project for which he would later offer a 
remarkable alternative. His memorandum was based on the 
assumption that the Marconi, company would continue to do its 
major business in the field of wireless telegraphic service. But 
he felt that broadcasting could be made a secondary, and highly 
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profitable, activity. Lacking privacy of communkaiion. radio te- 
lephony was unlikely to yield a large commercial traffic in the 
inunediate future. Fessenden and De Forest luid already discovered 
this, to their cost. But it was a fact that the chiefs of great cote 
raunkationa services were not yet ready to admowled^. Samoff. 
in his memovandtun, was the fint to suggest a means of makiiif 
wireless tetefffiony a profitable aervkx. 

But his projea was actually a major prt^diecy. F<w it added, 
m the experiment in broadcasting previously made, one vital new 
element: the “radio musk box." Samoff understood — as did 
nobcdy else at the tinw— that, so long as listening was confined 
to individuals each equipped with a hnidset. the radio audietM» 
wtHild inevitably he limited to ymithful fans. Not until listening 
could be made a group pastime, through an iiMtrument tike the 
{ffiont^ph playable in the family living rtxtm. would radio 
emerge from infancy. Only such an instrument would enable it 
to become a medium of mass communicaiitm, a social agency of 
incredible power, and a great independent industry. 

This was the development prefigured by Samc^s memoran* 
dum. Foresight is not universally recognised and. like many 
another visionary, Samoff had to wait. 



CHAPTER II 


Speak the Speech, I Pray You 


1 Born in the Garret 

When the United States entered the First World War, there 
were between three and five thousand amateur wireless operators 
in the United States. The Navy established two wartime radio 
schools, at Harvard University and Mare Island, San Francisco. 
Thus, by the time hostilities ceased, the number of “hams” had 
almost doubled. Because the war had brought about notable 
technical advances in radio telephony, most of them were keenly 
interested in this branch of communication. Their interest became 
a major factor in the development of broadcasting. For they con- 
stituted the first radio audience, and their home-built sets fur- 
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nished the laboratory in which broadcasting received its earliest 
practical field tests. But broadcasting, as a commercial enterprise, 
was bom of economic competition. It was an incidental result of a 
brief, spectacular warfare between a group of industrial titans. It 
was, so to speak, an accident, undesired and unforeseen; and its 
implications for the future were scarcely recognized by the mag- 
nates whose bitter rivalry produced it. 

During the war, extensive research in radio telephony had 
been carried on by three great corporations. The General Electric 
Company of Schenectady and the Westinghouse Electric and 
Manufacturing Company of Pittsburgh dominated the manufac- 
ture of electrical equipment. As competitors, each wished to secure 
a preponderant share of the business that would result from any 
expansion of wireless commimication. In this possible expansion 
the American Telephone and Telegraph Company was also vitally 
concerned. For, in addition to dominating the nation’s telephone 
system, this company, through a subsidiary, the Western Electric 
Company, was likewise engaged in the manufacture of electrical 
equipment. To all of these great corporations, the future of radio 
implied only one possibility: the furnishing of facilities for 
commercial service by coded wireless telegraph or wireless tele- 
phone. In these circumstances, control of patent rights to funda- 
mental inventions was of primary importance to all. General 
Electric owned rights to the Alexanderson alternator, the most 
efficient of all long-distance wireless apparatus. American Tele- 
phone and Telegraph had purchased rights to De Forest’s audion 
tube. The Westinghouse Company, during the war, had assigned 
its assistant chief engineer. Dr. Frank Conrad, to the task of 
developing an improved radio-telephone transmitter. 

This was the situation when, in 1919, officials of the Navy 
Department suggested to Owen D. Young of General Electric 
that he organize a subsidiary to create and operate an American- 
owned wireless system. The Radio Corporation of America was 
formed for this purpose. It promptly acquired the property and 
business of the American Marconi company, and negotiated 
exclusive agreements for the handling of its traffic with the British 
Marconi system, and the systems of the principal European 
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countries. Shortly after the United States Navy relinquished its 
wartime control of high-powered commercial wireless stations, the 
Radio Corporation negotiated an alliance with the American 
Telephone and Telegraph Company, This covered a pooling of 
patent rights. In addition, the Radio Corporation became the 
selling agency for the amateur wireless equipment that was pro- 
duced by General Electric and Western Electric. 

These developments quite naturally perturbed the officials of 
the Westinghouse Company. They determined to enter the field 
of wireless service, and compete with their rival. General Electric. 
Their first step was to purchase control of a moribund corporation, 
the legal successor of the company originally organized to promote 
Fessenden’s wireless system. Their second step was an attempt 
to gain a victory in the matter of patent rights. They pur- 
chased control of the regenerative circuit invented by Edwin H. 
Armstrong. By this time, the Westinghouse Company was com- 
mitted to an expenditure of two and one half million dollars. 
Then its officials learned, to their dismay, that they had suffered 
an overwhelming defeat. By its exclusive arrangements with 
foreign wireless systems, the Radio Corporation had prevented 
them from entering the field of worldwide wireless service. 

Meanwhile, the Federal government had rescinded its wartime 
prohibition of amateur wireless stations, and hams were once 
again free to operate. In April, 1920, Dr. Frank Conrad of the 
Westinghouse Company relicensed the station which, prior to the 
war, he had installed on the upper story of his garage in Pitts- 
burgh. There, at night, he proposed to continue his experiments 
in radio telephony, particularly in the testing of transmitting 
equipment, and among the company’s employees he had set up 
numerous listening posts to check the success of his broadcasts. He 
soon became bored by the necessity of talking on the air, and 
decided to use phonograph records as the material of his broad- 
casts. But this innovation had a disconcerting result. He presently 
began receiving letters and telephone calls from hams throughout 
the region, making such odd requests as that he broadcast partic- 
ular records, or conduct a program at some specified hour. Finally, 
in the summer of 1920, Conrad announced that he would broad- 
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cast for two hours every Wednesday and Saturday night. This 
meant that he needed a fresh supply of records for each program; 
he arranged to borrow them from a local dealer, and by way of 
return mentioned the dealer’s name as his source of supply. The 
dealer soon found that the records which Conrad used were out- 
selling all others. This was perhaps the first demonstration of the 
effectiveness of radio advertising. 

As time passed, the philanthropic scientist grew weary of his 
self-imposed public service. His two young sons occasionally re- 
placed him, and introduced into the programs the novelty of 
local talent. The audience multiplied amazingly. Listeners de- 
manded more and more entertainment from this novel amateur 
studio; there were requests for baseball scores, and talks on radio. 
The Westinghouse plant experienced a smill-scale boom in the 
sale of parts necessary to the home assembly of sets with which the 
growing audience was listening to Conrad’s programs. Finally, in 
the Pittsburgh Sun, on September 20, 1920, an enterprising depart- 
ment store advertised radio receivers which would enable the 
public to pick up “Dr. Conrad’s popular broadcasts.’’ 

In this advertisement H. P. Davis, vice-president of Westing- 
house, saw a means whereby the company might eventually retrieve 
its large and unprofitable investment in radio. Like Samoff, four 
years earlier, Davis suddenly realized that the efforts being made to 
develop radio telephony as a service for confidential commxmica- 
tion were misguided. But its radical defect of absolute publicity 
endowed it with a far different sphere of usefulness. Uniquely, it 
could be made the medium of instantaneous collective communi- 
cation. The success of Conrad’s informal broadcasts proved that 
the appeal of its mystery fascinated a large segment of the public. 
Davis siumised that, properly exploited, the radio program might 
be made a service of universal application, which millions of 
Americans would be eager to receive. He was convinced that if 
Westinghouse put broadcasting on a permanent basis, it could 
develop an immense market for the sale of receiving sets. As yet, 
the company had manufactured no completely assembled sets, but 
nothing prevented them from doing so. 

Davis gave orders for the immediate construction of a broad- 
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casting station on the roof of the tallest building of the Westing- 
house plant in East Pittsburgh, which was licensed by the 
Deparment of Commerce on October 27, igao, and assigned die 
call letters KDKA. The station was a primitive affair, a small 
penthouse built of matched sheathing which, in addition to the 
transmitter and microphone, contained two fifty-watt oscillators 
and four fifty-watt modulators. Davis had determined to inaugu- 
rate broadcasting on the night of November 2nd, by annotmcing 
returns of the presidential election in which Senator Warren 
G. Harding and James M. Cox were the contestants. Bulletins 
from all over the country were to be relayed to the station by 
telephone from the newsroom of the Pittsburgh Post. The com- 
pany had widely advertised its innovation. Special receiving sets 
had been manufactured. These were distributed to officers of the 
company and various other prominent individuals; some were set 
up in stores and other public places throughout the city. On the 
night of November 1st the transmitting equipment was tested and 
found to be unsatisfactory. Adjustments were hastily made on the 
following day. Dr. Frank Conrad became very nervous over the 
prospect of the approaching broadcast, and before it began he 
rushed to the amateur station in his garage, in order to take over 
the program should anything go amiss at KDKA. Fortunately, the 
broadcast proceeded without misadventure. About one thousand 
listeners in the Pittsburgh region, and others elsewhere, heard 
bulletins throughout the evening, and finally learned that Hard- 
ing had been elected President of the United States. 

As Davis had hoped, the inauguration of a permanent, pro- 
fessional broadcasting service was widely described by the press 
throughout the country. The company was suddenly swamped by 
orders for receiving sets, and presently negotiations were begun 
by Owen D. Young to have Westinghouse enter the Radio Cor- 
poration of America. It joined that combination in June, 1921, 
becoming a party to the collective patent pool and, like the other 
members, appointing the Radio Corporation as sales agency for 
its receiving sets. To create a nation-wide market for its sets, 
Westinghouse realized that it must set up widely scattered broad- 
casting stations to bring entertainment to prospective purchasers. 
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By the autumn of 1921, it began operating WBZ at Springfield, 
Massachusetts, to serve New England; WJZ in Newark, to serve 
the metropolitan New York area; and KYW to serve Chicago and 
its vicinity. 

Meanwhile, at the end of January, 1920, nine months before 
Station KDKA went on the air, David Samoff had revived his 
project for a “radio music box.” As general manager of the Radio 
Corporation, he had sent to Owen D. Young, the chairman of its 
board of directors, the same memorandum that he had submitted 
to his superior at the Marconi company four years earlier. Though 
the project was apparently approved by Young, it met scant favor 
from the conservative directors. Samoff’s prediction that sales of 
the device would produce a revenue of seventy-five million dollars 
within three years impressed them as being absurd. (The corpora- 
tion’s actual sales of home instruments between 1922 and 1924 
were to total eighty-three and one half million dollars.) Besides, 
they had no desire to embark on the adventure of broadcasting; 
their interest was confined to the development of wireless com- 
munications service, and the machinery which it would require. 
So they took no action on Samoff’s memorandum except — as a 
concession to Young’s interest in it — to appropriate two thousand 
dollars for the experimental production of a model “music box” 
or “radiola.” 

Samoff, however, conceived a bold maneuver. For July 2, 1921, 
the boxing promoter Tex Rickard had arranged a great event. 
On that date Jack Dempsey and the French pugilist Georges 
Carpentier were to do battle for the heavyweight championship 
of the world. Samoff determined to broadcast this contest, and 
thus test the appeal of broadcasting for the metropolitan audience. 
The fight was to be staged in an open-air arena in Jersey City, 
Boyle’s Thirty Acres. As yet, KDKA in Pittsburgh was the only 
broadcasting station operating in the country. To carry through 
his project, Samoff had to borrow a transmitter ordered by the 
Navy but not yet delivered. An antenna was strang between two 
towers of the Lackawanna Railroad in Hoboken, and a telephone 
circuit set up between the transmitter and the arena in Jersey 
City. Major J. Andrew White, then editor of Wireless Age, under- 



, * ito Spit«h|, I ipiti^ 

No tvcni 1^ «„ h«n lm»d(», fa N™ York. »> mS 
ticknl «.» prtc^l ,0 goUe him. Bui hU cl«r, >;,i...S- 
wom p«,o« lh< bMU. nubii*^ . poxed^ 

fait JX 

«« »- h«i H by ,wo hundmd faoumud .pora ta fa d« 
•uctruHilai. irn. Hk mpow, b, nail, teU^ „d tdiphoui 
«u pl»mm»» . Ii «. .pp.«.a, fai, d^ «p«rim«rto' 
^llr pmumW oBid.U d the lUdio Corp«,Uoo^r^p,„ 
in br»diu«u.g. Whm Mifan WJZ »«t on the .fa fedid » m 
ihc iiiMii riurr|iriie of Wetiinghotiae and R.CA 

Oui in l»iiiiburgh. meanwhile, itation ItDKA. pioneerine in 
ihr » tnn|it»»u«m at (irogranw. developed certain features that were 
l4irr i« Im time standard elements in broadcasting. A stai oiches- 
tra and a "little symphony." both composed of amateur musicians 
drawn Irom the eompany s employees, gave regularly scheduled 
lierltirmamrs On January ». igii. the first church service to be 
put tin the air was broadcast from the Calvary Episcopal Chutch. 
On January i',ili. when Iferbert Hoover was guest of hmsor at a 
l»atu|urt of the Dutpiesne Club, the radio audienas hea«i his 
ap|wa] for ftinds for European relief-HUid sent in rantribudmuf of 


more than twenty live thousand dollan. One month later, Repre- 
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in listening in is almost incomprehensible,” declared an editorial 
in the first issue of Radio Broadcast, in May, 1922. “To those who 
have recently tried to purchase receiving equipment, some idea of 
this increase has undoubtedly occurred, as they stood perhaps in 
the fourth or fifth row at the radio counter waiting their turn, 
only to be told when they finally reached the counter that they 
might place an order and it would be filled when possible. The 
movement is probably not even yet at its height. It is still growing 
in some kind of geometrical progression.” Speculating about the 
future. Radio Broadcast surmised that “before the market for 
receiving apparatus becomes approximately saturated, there will 
be at least five million receiving sets in this country.” In the next 
issue, the magazine’s reporter on the Pacific coast described what 
had happened in that region. “The average man on the street had 
never more than vaguely heard of radio until two months ago. . . . 
All of a sudden it hit us. The first most of us saw of it . . . was in 
first-page, first-column headlines from New York . . . proclaiming 
that the East had gone mad over radio. Within twelve hours, the 
interest swept the coast.” 

During the autumn of 1922, listeners in the vicinity of New 
York gained a notion of the possible promise implicit in this new 
form of entertainment. Grantland Rice, leading sportswriter for 
the Tribune, gave a play-by-play account of the World Series 
baseball games. A similar report of the Princeton-Ghicago football 
game was broadcast direct from the gridiron. A concert of the 
Philharmonic Orchestra was put on the air from Carnegie Hall. 
For the first time since De Forest’s experiment, twelve years 
earlier, a performance at the Metropolitan Opera House reached 
the radio audience. Even earlier, station WJZ had made two 
prophetic broadcasts from its studio. A performance of Mozart’s 
comic opera. The Impresario ^ with piano accompaniment, had 
been given by the members of William Wade Hinshaw’s Little 
Opera Company, on their return from a long tour. And the 
popular comedian Ed Wynn — Plater to bedome a great star of 
radio-— had brought to the microphone some numbers from The 
Perfect Fool, his current Broadway success. On this occasion, 
Wynn missed the response of an audience, and sufEered from 
“mike-fright” — ^and, to save the show, the announcer hastily 
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assembled the entire personnel of the station: electricians in shirt 
sleeves, scrub-women with their skirts tucked up, telephone opera- 
tors and others whose applause restored Wynn’s confidence. 

Such events as these were, however, exceptional. For radio 
stations were not yet spending money to bring talent to the micro- 
phone. Their managers were therefore under the necessity of 
seeking to recruit, from the theater, vaudeville and the concert 
stage, performers willing to contribute their services for the sole 
reward of publicity. Surprisingly enough, they were often success- 
ful. The team of Billy Jones and Ernie Hare, whose phonograph 
records had an immense sale, appeared regularly and, as a result, 
became the earliest great stars of radio. The astute manager of 
the Capitol Theater, a new movie palace on Broadway, quickly 
perceived the audience-building potentialities of the new medium; 
as “Roxy,” presiding over the weekly antics of “Roxy’s Gang,” 
S. L. Rothafel soon achieved personal celebrity; so also did Major 
Edward Bowes, who succeeded him after three years. 

But, while talent was not being paid, the programs of even 
major stations sometimes had an air of hasty improvisation. 
Versatility and showmanship were requisite qualities for an- 
nouncers, who identified themselves not by name but by assigned 
initials. Despite their pseudo-anonymity, they rapidly -acquired 
loyal fans, like the unnamed favorites of early movies. At WEAF, 
the station of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company, 
there was Albert V. Llufrio, an announcer who was also an excel- 
lent pianist, and who was quite capable of putting on a one-man 
program whenever need arose. There was also Graham McNamee, 
a singer by profession, who had dropped into the station one day 
to find out what radio was all about, and had promptly been hired 
as staff-entertainer and announcer. A similarly casual entry into 
the profession was made by Milton J. Cross, a student at the 
Institute of Musical Art, who had visited station WJZ at the 
instigation of a friend. Taken on as a singer, like McNamee, 
Cross’ remarkable speaking voice caused him to be pressed into 
service as an announcer. Both Cross and McNamee were to 
become among the foremost personalities of radio, known and 
admired by millions of Americans. 

Equally celebrated, over a long period, was the earliest “radio 
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girl,” Miss Vaughn de Leath, who had first appeared on the air 
for Lee De Forest. Miss de Leath for a time acted as manager of 
one of the smaller New York stations, serving also as its principal 
performer. She was a composer and singer, a talented pianist, and 
had likewise had a brief career as an actress. Her versatility and 
her wide professional acquaintance enabled her to put on pro- 
grams which found immediate favor with a growing audience. 
On the occasion of one of her birthdays, a group of professional 
friends joined her at the station and improvised an all-star pro- 
gram in her honor. While it was in progress, allusion was made 
to the occasion which it celebrated, and something was said about 
Miss de Leath’s fondness for angora cats. By the following day, 
there had zirrived for her at the station two truckloads of birthday 
gifts, and five angora kittens. From the very outset, the radio 
public felt a deep sense of personal attachment to its chosen 
favorites. 

This was to be demonstrated, rather spectacularly, by the later 
career of another early star. Miss Jessica Dragonette, a talented 
singer. In the late nineteen-thirties, after a financial disagreement 
with her sponsors. Miss Dragonette retired from radio. In some 
cities, fan-clubs annoimced that they would boycott radio until 
she returned. She set out on a concert tour. In Minneapolis, fifteen 
thousand people ignored a taxi strike and a blizzard to hear her 
sing; and later, an audience of one hundred and fifty thousand 
gathered in Grant Park, in Chicago, where she appeared as soloist 
at one of the city’s free summer concerts. In the very early years 
of radio, singers and musicians of established fame ignored its 
existence. Their lack of interest continued imtil after New Year's 
Day of 1926, when Miss Lucrezia Bori, soprano of the Metro- 
politan Opera, and John McCoimack, celebrated Irish tenor, 
gave a joint broadcast. By that time, transmission and reception 
had been greatly improved, and radio had found, in the com- 
mercial sponsor, a means of paying those who entertained its 
audience. Over the years, radio appearances were to become so 
highly profitable to opera singers that many of the more popular 
ones would give few performances at the Metropolitan, retaining 
their connection with the opera chiefly because of its prestige. 
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That musicians held radio in disesteem was not surprising. 
Even the early audience, once its novelty had worn off, found the 
conditions of reception discouraging. For the rapid multiplication 
of broadcasting stations, especially in metropolitan centers, pro- 
duced chaos on the air waves. Interference and jamming were 
common phenomena, for only two channels were available to all 
stations; agreements between stations to “share time” were con- 
stantly broken. Listeners often found themselves receiving, not 
one but two or more broadcasts simultaneously. The Department 
of Commerce, charged with the supervision of commercial wire- 
less communication under a Federal law enacted in 1912, before 
broadcasting existed, could do little to remedy this condition. 
Order was not imposed on the air waves until 1926, when Congress 
passed new legislation specifically de'aling with broadcasting, and 
created the Federal Radio Commission to administer its provi- 
sions. In 1934, under more comprehensive legislation enacted by 
Congress, this body was superseded by the Federal Communica-' 
tions Commission, which thereafter exercised supervisory and 
regulatory powers over the radio industry. 

3 Disinterested Good Is Not Our Trade 

By the spring of 1922, it seemed certain that broadcasting was to 
become a permanent and expanding enterprise. In the opinion of 
David Samoff, it promised to be an activity of national, rather 
than merely local, scope. Broadcasting stations, he surmised, 
would “ultimately be required to entertain a nation.” What kind 
of agency could best undertake so specialized and extensive a 
function? And how should this operation be financed? Samoff 
submitted a program for the future to the directors of the Radio 
Corporation. He proposed that they establish a separate, non- 
profit corporation to conduct broadcasting as a public service, 
free from any imputation of “money-making.” Plans could be 
devised, he predicted, whereby such an agency “will receive public 
support and, in fact, there may even appear on the horizon a public 
benefactor who will be willing to contribute a large sum in the 
form of an endowment.” For broadcasting stations, under this 
plan, would have the status of public libraries or museums. But, 
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pending the atrival of a benevolent millionaire, Samofif proposed 
that public-service broadcasting be financed by the allocation of 
a fixed percentage of income derived from the sale of radio sets 
manufactured by the companies which owned the Radio Cor- 
poration. 

This program was rejected. For bitter dissension had already 
brokai out among the industrial titans who founded the Radio 
Corporation. This dissension was to be prolonged for a decade, 
imtil they voluntarily withdrew from the corporation in order to 
save it from prosecution — ^and possible dissolution — ^under the 
anti-trust law. But, just as the birth of broadcasting had resulted 
from their commercial rivalry, so its ultimate nature was to be 
determined by their subsequent conflict. In the radio industry, 
as earlier in the motion-picture and automobile industries, conflict 
was bred of the attempt to create a monopoly through control of 
basic patents. 

The origin of dissension among the great companies was the 
phenomenon of broadcasting. The Radio Corporation had been 
set up to furnish transoceanic wireless service; its sale of wireless 
equipment to amateurs had been envisaged as merely a sideline. 
But in 1922, the corporation’s income from wireless service was 
slightly less than three million dollars, while its income from the 
sale of radio sets exceeded eleven and one quarter millions. Broad- 
casting had produced a situation which none of the foimders had 
foreseen — ^and for which their complex arrangements about 
patents had failed to make explicit provision. Under these arrange- 
ments, the Radio Corporation, the General Electric Company 
and the Westinghouse Company were prevented from using broad- 
casting as a source of direct revenue. All three companies operated 
radio stations, and the fact that they were prohibited from operat- 
ing them for profit may have had some bearing on David Samoff’s 
proposal to make broadcasting a public seivice. For, under exist- 
ing arrangements, this disability did not apply to the American 
Telephone and Telegraph Company. If broadcasting could be 
technically defined as a form of one-way commimication service 
furnished by wireless telephony, the Telephone Company was 
privileged to conduct it as a business for profit. Furthermore, the 
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Telephone Company occupied a position of strategic advantage. 
The use of telephone lines was essential in order to transmit 
programs (such as sports events) which originated at any point 
remote from broadcasting stations. The use of telephone lines 
would also prove to be essential for “chain” or “network” broad- 
casting, when a group of stations were linked to transmit a single 
program. Both these uses could be — ^and would be — denied to 
others. 

This was the situation when, in the late summer of 1922, the 
American Telephone and Telegraph Company determined to in- 
vade the field of broadcasting. It opened station WEAF in New 
York City, having installed transmission apparatus far superior 
to that of any other station. Its station, the company announced, 
would furnish paid commercial service to “anyone desiring to use 
these facilities for radio broadcasting.” No prospective clients 
responded, so the company sent out salesmen to bring in business. 
As a result, the first of all commercially sponsored radio programs 
went on the air at five-fifteen in the afternoon on August 28, 1922. 
Probably nobody connected with this broadcast realized that it pre- 
saged a day when Americans, tuning in their radio sets, would find 
that every passing hour, as it struck, was the private property of 
a manufacturer of watches; would listen to a half-hour program 
of excellent music interrupted four times by eulogies of a brand 
of tobacco; would acknowledge the sovereignty of hucksters over 
the dimensions of time and space. Yet all these things were pre- 
figured by the first commercial radio program: a tai-minute 
advertising talk extolling “Hawthorne Hall,” a recently completed 
co-operative apartment house in Jackson Heights, across the East 
River from Manhattan Island. 

The injection of advertising into radio prorgams was resented 
by many listeners. It was severely condemned by Radio Broadcast. 
But the Telephone Company, disregarding all protests, continued 
to add to its paying clients. Four months later, sixteen sponsors 
were broadcasting commercial programs from its station. The 
roster included department stores, real-estate enterprises, automo- 
bile companies, manufacturers of rubber goods and radio appli- 
ances, oil dealers, an advertising agency, and the Y.M.C.A., which 
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put an eminent clergyman. Dr. S. Parkes Cadman, on the air to 
drum up a desire for the spiritual life. Most of these advertisers 
oflEered no more stimulating entertainment than brief talks. The 
department stores favored bedtime stories for children. After some 
months, one of them resorted to the innovation of musical pro- 
grams. Presently, dance music became the chief reliance of adver- 
tisers broadcasting during the evening hours. The practice of selling 
“time on the air’’ was quickly adopted by other broadcasting 
stations in the metropolitan area, and soon spread across the 
country. Stations operated by the Radio Corporation were, how- 
ever, debarred from commercial activity. They therefore ofEered 
the privilege of free time on the air to advertisers who were 
willing to de&ay the cost of orchestras, or other performers, 
capable of providing suitable programs. 

Meanwhile, this new development became a matter of public 
controversy. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover called the 
first of a series of “radio conferences” for broadcasters, in Wash- 
ington. “It is inconceivable,” he told them, “that we should allow 
so great a possibility for service, for news, for entertainment, for 
education and for vital commercial purposes to be drowned in ad- 
vertising chatter.” The broadcasters agreed. They recommended 
that “direct advertising ... be absolutely prohibited and that 
indirect advertising be limited to the announcement of the call 
letters of the station and the name of the concern responsible for 
the matter broadcasted.” But the costs of broadcasting, the lure of 
profits, and the skill of copywriters, rapidly adapted to radio, 
conspired to defeat this program of abstinence. By 1925, the 
drum-fire of advertising on the air had become so insistent that 
Secretary Hoover considered the problem again. “The radio 
listener does not have the same option that the reader of publica- 
tions has to ignore advertising in which he is not interested,” he 
asserted, “and he may resent its intrusion in his set. It has been 
pointed out over and over again ... that advertising in the in- 
trusive sense will dull the interest of the listener and will thus 
defeat the industry. Furthermore, it can bring disaster to the 
very purpose of advertising if it creates resentment to the adver- 
tiser. If we can distinguish on the one hand between unobtrusive 
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publicity that is accompanied by a direct service and en ga g in g 
entertainment to the listener, and obtrusive advertising on the 
other, we may find a solution.” To the American radio audience at 
the middle of the twentieth century, these words had a quaint, 
archaic ring, as if recovered from a civilization long extinct. 

Yet Secretary Hoover, with remarkable prescience, analyzed 
a social problem the eventual solution of which was to be deter- 
mined, not by the American people, but the masters of the air 
waves. “The ether is a public medium,” he asserted, “and its use 
must be for public benefit. The use of a radio chaimel is justified 
only if there is public benefit. The dominant element for con- 
sideration in the radio field is, and always will be, the great body 
of the listening public, millions in number, count37wide in distri- 
bution.” Freedom of the air, he argued, “cannot mean a license 
to every person or corporation who wishes to broadcast his name 
or his wares and thus monopolize the listener’s set.” And he 
declared that “no one can raise a cry of deprivation of free speech 
if he is compelled to prove that there is something more than 
naked commercial selfishness in his purpose,” But it was precisely 
this cry that would be raised, two decades later, when the Federal 
Communications Commission, representing the American radio 
audience, challenged the right of broadcasters to use the air waves 
as they saw fit. 

Almost immediately after Secretary Hoover made his state- 
ment, a development occurred which ultimately gave his words 
an effect of unintended irony. As a result of prolonged negotia- 
tions, the American Telephone and Telegraph Company deter- 
mined to retire from the field of radio broadcasting. Two years 
earlier, in the presidential campaign of 1924, by using its own 
telephone lines to link twenty-two widely separated broadcasting 
stations, it had enabled President Calvin Coolidge to speak over 
a network that spanned the continent. The Radio Corporation 
had attempted to build a network by using telegraph lines, but 
these had given unsatisfactory service. When the Radio Corpora- 
tion succeeded in purchasing the Telephone Company’s broad- 
casting stations and network arrangements, it likewise acquired the 
long-denied privileges of using essential telephone lines in its 
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future broadcasting operations, and of broadcasting for profit. 
The era of network broadcasting, with a national hook-up of sta- 
tions simultaneously receiving a single program, had arrived. 

With the opening of this era, domination of the air waves by 
advertisers became inevitable. For broadcasters could now offer 
them a larger circulation than any established medium afforded. 
There were already five million radio sets in use. By the middle 
of the century, there would be seventy-five million; the potential 
radio audience would include nearly every family in the nation. 
Quite naturally, advertisers hastened to exploit the new medium. 
They went on the air to gain good will for their products through 
entertainment, and so increase their sales. They associated their 
trademarks, as closely as possible, with the names of popular per- 
formers, orchestras, newscasters, commentators. Network broad- 
casting made radio the most powerful and pervasive of all adver- 
tising mediums. It transformed a plaything into the Fifth Estate. 

The development of network broadcasting resulted from the 
pressure of two forces. One was the desire of early commercial 
sponsors to extend the range of their programs beyond the receiv- 
ing area of local stations, and thus multiply the number of their 
potential customers. But equally influential was the demand that 
originated with broadcasters. Local stations, remote from such 
theatrical centers as New York and Chicago, faced a discouraging 
lack of talent capable of furnishing adequate programs. The public 
had “gone mad” over radio as a novelty. If it was to be held after 
the immediate novelty had worn off, better and better proems 
were requisite. Network broadcasting enabled the radio stations 
of Middletown and Main Street to bring to their audiences the 
talent of Broadway and, shortly afterwards, the talent of Holly- 
wood. 

To organize and develop its broadcasting activities on a nation- 
wide scale, the Radio Corporation established a subsidiary, the 
National Broadcasting Company. The ambitious programs which 
it proposed to put on the air would be financed by revenue from 
advertisii^, but that the organization had a peculiar responsibility 
to the public was clearly recc^ized. Fourteen eminent Americans 
were therefore invited to serve as an advisory council on problems 
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of program policy. They included two prominent educators; the 
general secretary of the Federal Council of Churches; William 
Green, president of the American Federation of Labor; Walter 
Damrosch, the famous conductor; the presidents of the Carnegie 
Foundation and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs; and 
a number of well-known industrialists, bankers and lawyers, 
among them Charles Evans Hughes and Elihu Root. Soon after- 
wards, Walter Damrosch was retained as music counselor of the 
broadcasting company, and a decade later. Dr. James R. Angell, 
who had retired from the presidency of Yale University, became 
educational coimselor of the broadcasting company. These ar- 
rangements expressed a characteristically American adaptation. 
They attempted to provide for public representation on issues of 
public policy. They acknowledged the people’s vested interest in 
a social agency of incalculable power which, under the economic 
system of private capitalism, was being administered for profit by 
an industrial corporation. 

Three years after the latxnching of the National Broadcasting 
Company, a rival organization appeared to challenge its supremacy 
on the air. This was the Columbia Broadcasting System, which 
was erected on the foundation of an abortive network by William 
S. Paley, the twenty-seven-year-old heir to a tobacco fortune. As 
advertising director of the family enterprise, Paley had experi- 
mented with a radio program broadcast over the failing network, 
and this had more than doubled cigar sales. Attracted by the 
medium which could produce such astonishing results, Paley 
bought the network and began building it toward its eventual 
position of equality with its competitor. Five years after Paley 
entered the field, the Mutual Broadcasting System was organized 
as the co-operative venture of a group of stations, each of which 
retained its independence in the field of program resources, and 
developed features that were tested locally before being given 
network time. Unlike the two older organizations, which supplied 
programs to their affiliated stations, the Mutual system originated 
no programs, but existed to provide network facilities for appro- 
priate programs supplied by its affiliates. The fourth nation-wide 
network system in the United States, the American Broadcasting 
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Company, resulted from a ruling by the Federal Communications 
Commission, in 1941, which caused the National Broadcasting 
Company to divest itself of one of the two networks which it had 
previously operated. At the middle of the century, therefore, in 
addition to local and regional networks serving various listening- 
areas throughout the country, the nation was served by four 
competitive organizations operating on a nation-wide scale. 

4 Politics, Panic and Persuasion 

On Armistice Day in 1923, Woodrow Wilson made his only public 
address after retiring from the White House, broadcasting to the 
relatively small radio audience of the time. Four years earlier, the 
ill-fated President had broken down while seeking, in person, to 
carry his appeal for the League of Nations directly to the people 
of the United States. Long afterwards many Americans were to 
wonder whether, had radio on a nation-wide scale then been 
available, Wilson might not have won popular approval of his 
program; whether, as a result, the course of world history might 
not have been very diflEerent. The mere possibility of this specula- 
tion indicated that radio had produced vital social changes. Its 
influence was nowhere more evident than in the sphere of politics. 
William Jennings Bryan had not exaggerated when, at the Demo- 
cratic National Convention of 1924, he declared it to be “a gift 
of Providence.” 

In that year, for the first time, the national conventions of both 
major parties were broadcast. Thereafter, few political events of 
importance failed to reach the microphone. In constantly increas- 
ing numbers, citizens were able to listen to the controversies and 
debates, the statements of policy, the announcement of social and 
economic measures that were to shape the nation’s course. On such 
occasions, radio restored the condition of the town meetings in 
which American political institutions had been bom. It trans- 
formed the nation into a single, gigantic, cohesive community ]by 
shattering the last regional and cultural barriers that divided the 
people. Americans had never felt such intimate participation in 
their government cis they were to know on the occasion of Presi- 
dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s first inaugural address, and on the 
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Sunday evening a week later when he explained in simple, reas- 
suring terms the measures being taken to restore the country’s 
collapsed financial system. The “fireside chats,” in which President 
Roosevelt gave the people a periodic accounting of his stewardship, 
were an mnovation that expanded the functioning of political 
democracy. These seemingly informal talks made it possible for 
him to discuss, with millions of his fellow-citizens, the activities 
of their government; to analyze the grave social and economic 
problems that confronted the nation, and describe the means that 
were being devised to solve them. In these fireside chats, the 
President took the attitude of putting problems squarely up to 
the people, and inviting their approval or censure of his proposed 
solutions. “It is your problem no less that it is mine,” he em- 
phasized in his first talk, and he repeatedly insisted that govern- 
ment required the co-operative effort of every citizen. The result 
was that he awakened many Americans to obligations and duties 
for which they had previously felt little responsibility. Gifted with 
a remarkable voice and an engaging manner, he also had: the 
ability to make complex issues understandable, vivid and provoca- 
tive. No President had ever addressed so vast an audience, yet 
none had ever spoken so intimately to the individual citizen. The 
confidence he inspired — ^largely as a result of his use of radio— 
was demonstrated by his triumphant election to a second term 
despite the aggressive opposition of three-fourths of the nation’s 
press. 

The social power of radio was made spectacularly obvious by 
a panic that swept the nation on the evening of Sunday, October 
30, 1938. Shortly after eight o’clock that evening, several million 
families heard a series of news bulletins, commentaries and eye- 
witness accounts purporting to describe an invasion of the Atlantic 
seaboard by Martians armed with death-rays that enabled them to 
destroy all military forces sent to repel them. According to the 
broadcast, the Martians had landed near Princeton, New Jersey; 
martial law prevailed throughout New Jersey and eastern Pennsyl- 
vania; from Washington the Secretary of the Interior proclaimed 
a state of national emergency; the city of Newark was flooded 
with poison gas, then New York; other landings were being made 
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at Buffalo, Chicago, and St. Louis. Ninety-two radio st 
throughout the country carried this broadcast, which had 
prefeced by the announcement that it was a dramatic perfon 
of H. G. Wells’ fVar of the Worlds by Orson Welles an 
Mercury Theater. 

Newspapers the next morning described the “tidal wi 
terror’’ that spread over the whole country. In the state o: 
Jersey, hundreds of members of the National Guard telep 
to headquarters, asking where to report for duty; highway 
blocked by the automobiles of families fleeing the danger zo 
Michael’s Hospital in Newark treated fifteen cases of shoe 
dozens of listeners telephoned for inhalators, ambulance 
police rescue squads. In Providence, Rhode Island, frigi 
residents demanded that the city be blacked out to save ii 
disaster. But at Concrete, Washington, where the electric 
plant failed during the broadcast, people became hysteric; 
women fainted. A church service in Indianapolis, Indian 
hastily dispersed when a woman dashed in crying that Nev 
had been destroyed; she had heard it on the radio. In Me: 
Tennessee, the editorial staff of the Press-Scimitar was r« 
to rush out an extra on the bombing of Chicago and St. 
and the threatened bombing of Memphis. In Pittsburgh, P< 
vania, a woman snatched up a bottle of poison and was at 
commit suicide when her husband entered the room an* 
trated her intention. In New York City, eight hundre 
seventy-five panic-stricken people telephoned to the Times 
pleading for information about the reported cataclysm. Tb 
out the country, frantic telephone calls swamped the switch 
of newspapers, radio stations, police stations and army pc 
the extent of panic became apparent, radio stations put t 
atory bulletins on the air, and the Associated Press issued a 
bulletin over its wires. A fortnight after the event, an irate r* 
of Los Angeles brought suit against the Columbia Broad 
System, which had transmitted the program, claiming d; 
of fifty thousand dollars for shock sustained by listening to 

That this program, devised only to entertain, had ter 
many thousands of Americans, attested the immense social 
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of radio. A large proportion of listeners, especially in the lower- 
income and educational brackets, had come to rely on it, rather 
than on the press, for their news. As a source of news, a high 
degree of popular confidence attached to it. A few weeks before 
the broadcast, during the so-called Mimich crisis when it seemed 
that Europe was about to be plunged into war, millions of Ameri- 
cans had kept their radios tuned to receive the latest news bul- 
letins, and had learned to expect that any programs would be 
interrupted by the announcement of important developments. 
Since the dramatic form of the Martian broadcast exploited this 
situation, its credibility was notably increased. Subsequait investi- 
gations established that a large number Of listeners who accepted 
it as a factual report, and were panic-stricken, tuned in too late 
to hear the prefatory announcement that it was a radio play, and 
either did not hear, or did not heed, three later statements to the 
same effect. More remarkably, many terrorized listeners failed to ■ 
tak/» the simple precaution of tuning their radios to other stations 
to ascertain whether or not the supposed emergency was being 
generally broadcast. All this suggested that a very large number of 
Americans had been conditioned to believe whatever they might 
hear on the radio, no matter how fantastic or improbable. The 
most significant conclusion to be drawn from this situation was 
phrased as a question in an editorial of the New York World- 
Telegram: “It so many people could be misled unintentionally 
when the purpose was merely to entertain, what could designing 
politicians not do through control of broadcasting stations?” 

Five years after the Martian broadcast, another program con- 
tributed further evidence concerning the social influence of radio. 
On September 21, 1943, a popular radio star, Miss Kate Smith, 
undertook a marathon sale of United States war bonds. At the 
time. Miss Smith was regularly broadcasting one daytime program 
every day, and one evening program every week; her weekly 
audiences for these were estimated, respectively, at twenty-three 
million and twenty-one million people. On the day of her bond 
drive over the network of the Columbia Broadcasting System, 
Miss Smith announced that she would work uninterruptedly for 
eighteen hours; from eight o’clock in the morning until two 
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appeared to be the origin and medium of its violent, destructive 
frenzy. Public reaction to both Miss Smith’s and Orson Welles’ 
broadcasts suggested that Americans might be developing a resist- 
ance to the clamor of advertising on the air. Many listeners who 
responded to Miss Smith’s appeal for the purchase of bonds con- 
sidered themselves victims of consmercial exploitation and re- 
sented this. Many listeners to the Martian broadcast had tuned in 
late. They had thus missed the prefatory announcement of its 
nature. They had likewise apparently ignored similar announce- 
ments made midway during the broadcast, and at its end. This 
implied die possibility that radio listeners were training them- 
selves to disregard the opening, middle and concluding moments 
of programs because they knew that these spots were normally 
consecrated to sales-promOtion. Was any significant proportion of 
the vast radio audience indignant because the air was “drowned 
in advertising chatter?” 

5 The Reign of the Hucksters 

Radio celebrated its silver jubilee in 1945. In that year, the 
combined revenue of the four national networks from sales of 
time on the air amounted to more than one hundred and ninety 
millions of dollars. About three-fifths of this sum was paid by 
manufacturers of soaps, foods, drugs and toilet goods. The indi- 
vidual expenditures of radio’s five most remunerative clients 
ranged from more than six to nearly fifteen million dollar. Was 
broadcasting being conducted, as the law optimistically required, 
“in the public convenience, interest and necessity?” Or was it 
being conducted, as certain critics alleged, not for the public, but 
for the benefit of advertisers? The four national networks in- 
cluded among their affiliates two-thirds of all the radio stations 
in the United States, a proportion large enough to make their use 
of the air waves a matter of general concern. It seemed scarcely 
probable that they would seriously opj>ose the policies of sponsors 
whose purchases of time ran to six, seven, eight, or nearly fifteen 
million dollars. There was little reason to doubt that, in defining 
the policy of his own company, George Washington Hill, presi- 
dent of the American Tobacco Company, had spoken for many 
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Other large-scale buyers of time on the air. “Taking one himdred 
percent as the total radio value,” Hill declared, “we give ninety 
percent to commercials, to what’s said for the product, and we give 
ten percent to the show ... I don’t have the right to spend the 
stockholders’ money just to entertain the public.” 

The sensitive corporate consciences of men like Hill exercised 
a profotmd influence on what Americans were likely to hear 
whenever they tuned in their radios. In his satirical novel, T'ite 
Hucksters, Frederic Wakeman gave radio listeners an adetjuaite 
insight into the nature of that influence. Before writing his ncwd, 
Wakeman had been associated with the advertising agency which 
handled programs put on the air by the American Tobacco 
Company, and the tycoon who figured in The Hucksters was 
generally identified with Hill. “Remember, two things make good 
advertising,” the tycoon declared. “One, a good simple idea. Two, 
repetition. And by repetition, by God, I mean until the public 
is so irritated with it, they’ll buy your brand because they bloody 
well can’t forget it. All you professional advertising men are 
scared to death of raping the public; I say the public likes it, if 
you got the know-how to make ’em relax and enjoy it.” 

To the profitable practice of making aural rape an enjoyable 
experience, three different professional groups devoted their col- 
lective talents. The broadcasters originated programs which were 
put on the air during periods for which no advertiser had c<k»- 
tracted, and then attempted to sell them to prospective clients. 
But with a majority of the most popular programs cai the air, 
broadcasters had nothing whatever to do. These were developed 
either by advertising agencies or package specialists Until the 
Second World War, most commercial radio programs were built 
by advertising agencies which represented the spcatsors. The 
agencies provided writers, actors, directors, musicians; created 
and produced the shows, charged the sponsors for all program 
costs, and collected a commission for their services. During the 
war, however, a new type of middleman entered the field. The 
maker of "package shows” was usually a talent agency, represent- 
ing a radio star. Instead of selling the star’s individual services, 
the talent agency, acting for the star, put together an entire pro- 
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gram and sold it as a single “package” to an advertising agency 
acting for a sponsor. For various reasons, this arrangement Tvas 
advantageous to stars, and presently many of the more famous 
radio performers adopted it. But whether radio shows were built 
by advertising agencies or package specialists, they were designed 
solely to fulfill the purposes of a commercial sponsor. Business, 
and not art or public service, dictated most of the entertainment 
with which broadcasters flooded the American home. 

This fact had long been obvious to the Federal Communica- 
ticms Commission, official watchdog of the nation’s air waves. In 
1946, it issued a report on the public-service responsibilities of 
broadcasters which condemned many of their current practices. 
The Commission conceded that advertisers had a legitimate place 
in broadcasting, but denied that broadcasting “should be run 
solely in the interest of advertisers rather than that of listeners.” 
It warned the radio industry to correct “advertising excesses.” As 
an example, it cited the length, content and irritating qualities of 
many commercial plugs. It deplored the sponsor-imposed “piling 
up” of soap operas which fiUed the air during the morning hours, 
yet recruited only slightly more than twelve percent of the avail- 
able audience. It called upon broadcasters to increase the time 
allotted to discussion of public issues, and the number of “sus- 
taining programs,” which were neither paid for by sponsors nor 
interrupted by commercial announcements. Admonishing broad- 
casters to mend their ways, the Commission warned them that 
renewal of licenses would be granted on the basis of their service 
to the public. 

This was the severest castigation that the radio industry had 
yet suffered, and its pain was not assuaged by the fact that the 
Commission had called upon “forces outside the broadcasting 
industry” to demand better programs. As president of the National 
Association of Broadcasters, Justin Miller presently retorted. The 
term “public service,” he asserted, had “no application to “radio 
broadcasting.” Furthermore, in the Commission’s assertion of a 
right to review programs and practices, he saw a “subtle encroach- 
ment upon freedom of speech in radio.” Any attempt by the 
Commission to pass judgment on the operations of broadcasters. 
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or on the character of their programs, so Miller declared, consti- 
tuted an “encroachment upon the liberties of the American 
people.” But William S. Paley, head of the powerful Columbia 
Broadcasting System, warned the Association of a growing volume 
of criticism of American radio. “The most persistently repeated 
chaige against broadcasters is that we permit advertising excesses,” 
he said. “Are we guilty? It is my opinion that we are, and I am 
sure that most broadcasters would agree.” 

Under the financial sponsorship of the Association, surveys 
were conducted by the National Opinion Research Center of the 
University of Chicago, in 1946 and 1947, to ascertain the attitude 
of the radio audience on a variety of issues. The results of these 
surveys were analyzed and interpreted by Dr. Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 
director of the Bureau of Applied Social Research of Columbia 
University. Objection to advertising was the basis of the most 
frequent criticism directed at radio, and came from slightly less 
than one-third of the listeners who were polled. Complaint was 
made of the interruption of programs by commercials, of over- 
selling, of needless repetition. The most critical attitudes to radio 
as a social force were expressed by college graduates, and those 
in the higher income brackets. “The dissenting voices come from 
very desirable groups in the community,” Lazarsfeld reported to 
the broadcasters. “They are solid citizens, the well-educated men 
and women, able to express themselves clearly and likely to in- 
fluence others. . . . The critics are a minority, but obviously a 
very important one.” 

The redemption of radio from its mid-century bondage to the 
hucksters might require aggressive action by the American people. 
But they knew their power when aroused; and in the past they bad 
won many battles for reform. 



CHAPTER in 


Day and Night, Night and Day 


1 In th« P«opi«'s ln»ig«? 

‘‘What have you done with my child?" asked the father of radio. 
!t was the fortieth anniversary of his invention of the audion tube, 
and Lee De Forest addressed an open letter to the masters of the 
air waves. The ageing parent was appalled at the fate that had 
overtaken his child. It had been conceived, he declared, "as a 
potent instrumentality for culture, fine music, the uplifting of 
America's mass intelligence." He denounced the broadcasters for 
their selfish betrayal of this public trust. They and their sponsors, 
he charged, had debased radio, made it a laughing-stock. In their 
guardianship radio had become ‘‘a stench in t^e nostrils of the 
gods of the ionosphere.” 
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De Forest’s blistering indictment was widely publicized. For 
in the later 1940s controversy over radio ran high. This indicated 
that the American people were becoming increasingly aware of 
its power, as a social force, for good or for evil; of its profound, 
far-reaching influence on the nation’s culture and civilization. 
When it first emerged as a mass medium, educators and social 
theorists predicted that radio would inaugurate an era of adult 
education. But early hopes for a true “university of the air” 
were never fulfilled. The broadcasting schedule came to be de- 
voted principally to entertainment programs, and these proved to 
be the most popular form of fare with a mass audience. As radio 
became big, and ever bigger, business, the profits to be made by 
amusing the laigest possible audience multiplied and soared. 
Though it could be assumed that hundreds of thousands of people 
would listen to serious programs, everyone knew that millions 
timed in for comedy, popular music, drama, quizzes and audience 
participation programs, and the reports of certain columnists. 
Faced with a conflict between their alleged cultural responsi- 
bilities and their obvious commercial interests, the decision of 
broadcasters was almost inevitable. When, after three years, he 
retired from the radio editorship of the New York Times, the 
literary critic John K. Hutchens ruefully acknowledged that, 
“Radio is essentially a money-minded business, and . . . when 
the prospect of a dollar conflicts with the public interest, the 
dollar is an odds-on favorite to win.” And the eminent news 
analyst Raymond Swing, deserting the air after thirteen years of 
broadcasting, stated the issue in another way. “When broadcasting 
first began, it seemed to offer a promise of democratic enlighten- 
ment such as surpassed the dreams of a Jefferson,” Swing re- 
marked, in his valedictory. “But what has been accomplished, good 
as it is, is miserably inadequate to the need and falls miserably 
short of the opportunity. ...” 

This, in essence, reflected the viewpoint of those Americans 
who charged radio with dereliction in its position of grave social 
responsibility. They did not take the extreme and intemperate 
attitude of Lee, De Forest; they did not condemn radio for total 
failure. But, recognizing its undeniable achievements, they 
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pointed out that these were exceptional, and contended that 
public response justified an extension which broadcasters were 
reluctant to undertake. In his interpretation of an audience 
survey conducted by the National Opinion Research Center, and 
devised by a panel of social scientists, Paul F. Lazarsfeld stated 
that one-fifth of the listening public expressed a desire for more 
serious progra m s, and showed that this segment of the audience 
was distributed very evenly among all educational strata. It con- 
stituted a minority — ^but this minority was composed of many 
millions. The conclusion was supported by other evidence. In the 
field of music alone, there was an immense audience for the 
superb orchestral concerts and performances of opera conducted 
by Arturo Toscanini, and put on the air by the National Broad- 
casting Company; for the weekly symphonic concerts of the New 
York Philharmonic Orchestra, offered by the Columbia Broad- 
casting System. When, in 1940, the Metropolitan Opera Company 
faced eviction from its domicile, one million dollars were required 
to assure its continued existence. Weekly performances of opera 
had been broadcast for nine years. Did a democracy consider opera 
a cultural institution worth preserving? An appeal for funds was 
made to the people— to the radio audience throughout the nation, 
most of whose members had never entered the old auditorium on 
Broadway. Approximately a half million dollars were received 
from one hundred and fifty thousand contributors in Middle- 
towns and Main Streets all over the country. Radio effected a 
revolution by redeeming opera from its status as the fashionable 
diversion of a social elite, and making it the common property of 
the people. 

Criticism of radio by no means ignored the remarkable social 
contributions that broadcasters were making. But it originated in 
a concept of radio’s almost limitless potentialities for constructive 
social good. It emphasized the disparity that existed between 
radio’s opportunities and its actual performance. Such criticism 
reflected a permanent premise in American life: an eternal dis- 
satisfaction with things-as-they-are that was bred of the vision of 
what they might become; an abiding conviction that what ought 
to be, could be. Radio, to its critics, was an instrumental device 
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endowed with unique power— for, on the average, Americans 
listened to it from three to four hours daily. Should it not, there- 
fore, be made to serve the interests pf a better life, a life mare 
completely fulfilling to the spirit? To the critics of radio, its neces- 
sary bondage to the dollars of commerce did not preclude a fer 
greater service to the liberation and enrichment of existence. 

Yet even radio’s most idealistic detractors acknowledged that 
it was an instrument respohsive to democratic controls. Did not 
the possibility of its progress toward manifold opportunities for 
social achievement rest, in the end, with the public alone? A well- 
known star, the comedian Henry Morgan, candidly admitted 
radio’s preponderance of “sponsored junk,” and testified that “the 
most popular programs on the air today , . . are of poor quality 
... by the standards of the people who produce them.” But he 
asserted that responsibility for this situation was chargeable to 
the audience, which not only failed to demand better fare, but 
refused to listen when superior programs were offered. And Victor 
Ramer, a prominent radio executive, carried this argument 
further. Criticism of radio, he asserted, pointed to the failure of 
the American educational system, which had neither raised the 
“cultural level” of the people, nor interested them in the “better 
things” during their formative years. Critics of radio professed to 
be shocked by its programs; actually, they were shocked by the 
tastes of the American people. Radio, this executive declared, was 
vulgar, fast, simple and fundamental. It was made in the image 
of the American people. 

A mass medium, the defenders of radio contended, could g^in 
and hold its great audience only by practicing what might be 
described as “cultural democracy” — by giving the majority of 
people what they wanted. Radio had to build its programs on the 
common denominators of mass interest. 

2 Adam and Eve on a Raft 

As the first half of the century rushed to its end, Americans 
were living in a high-powered world, and Dr. Oscar B. Anderson, 
an eminent psychologist, took a dim view of their way of life. The 
nation s businessmen were increasingly suffering from hyperten- 
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sion and cardiac ailments. In the main, he averred, these afflictions 
resulted from unnecessaiy stress and strain, and maladjusted home 
life. At the end of the day, all over the land, businessmen returned 
home carrying briefcases stuffed with extra work. They arrived 
on the domestic scene tense and upset, quarreled with their wives, 
had trouble with their children, and spent half the night working. 
Why did these unfortunates always have to be on the go and 
appear busy? Basically, Dr. Anderson asserted, because they were 
afraid to face themselves; afraid to see something they did not 
like. Reading his gloomy analysis of their domestic existence, 
Americans could find it confirmed by the ever-rising divorce rate. 
But science offered a crumb of comfort. Guinea pigs, it appeared, 
suffered from the same neuroses as humans; and although the 
statistics of voluntary celibacy among laboratory animals were 
not reported, it seemed likely that man was not alone in his 
domestic infelicity. 

Had you tuned in your radio between the hours of eight and 
nine thirty on weekday mornings, you would have heard no echo 
of the acrimony in which, presumably, American families broke 
their ffist. The air, at that cheerless time, vibrated to a multiple 
marital bliss. Over the tinkle of glassware, the rattle of dishes, 
the splash of liquid into invisible cups — ^whether real, or merely 
hallucinatory — there prevailed an insistent connubial cooing. 
This was the habitual utterance of radio’s foremost mister-and- 
missus teams, supposedly enjoying their ritual breakfasts in an 
atmosphere of gratifying intimacy and fluent affection. As ex- 
emplars of conjugal etiquette, these eminent personages demon- 
strated the uses of reiterated endearment and reciprocal compli- 
ment. They also illustrated the high rewards with which Americans 
requited an impersonal and frugal hospitality. The morning 
repasts of two vocally sociable couples were reported to yield in- 
comes in excess of seventy-five thousand dollars. 

It became clear, during the course of their programs, that the 
elite of the ether had met, and valiantly conquered, an astonishing 
number of the anxieties that disturbed American households. 
They had accumulated spots on their clothes, and dust on their 
furniture; their good nature had been blighted by the lack of a 



"Listan to VoicM in the Upper Air" 


[ 472 ] 

elderly women whose quavering voices Breneman’s microphone 
carried across a continent made no such melancholy admission. 
What they had to say implied that, like the American pioneers, 
they believed life to be a process which must inevitably go for- 
ward, whatever the obstacles or disappointments. They invited 
confidence in its worth, and faith in its ultimate good. 

3 Ivory Apes, ond Peacocks 

Between the hours of ten-thirty in the morning and six in the 
afternoon, the air over America dripped a monotonous anguish. 
Approximately fifty dramatic serials, each fifteen minutes long 
and richly sauced in woe, were being broadcast to the nation’s 
housewives. On this daily flood-tide of feminine tribulation and 
tears was borne the resonant advertising of several great corpora- 
tions: manuhicturers of soaps, food products, pharmaceutical 
preparations and toilet goods. In American civilization, the soap 
opera had become an established institution that touched the 
lives of twenty million women. Educators, social scientists and 
many psychiatrists deploted its influence. The daytime radio 
audience, composed almost exclusively of women, was itself sharply 
divided in its opinion of the merits of soap opera as entertainment. 
Surveys indicated that approximately one half of the housewives 
who were available and potential Listeners habitually tuned in 
to one serial after another. The other half assiduously avoided 
tuning in to any. This division, it appeared, registered a difference 
in educational, but not economic, strata. In general, those women 
who had had the fewest educational opportunities derived the 
greatest pleasure from soap operas. Sponsors found the ventilation 
of washboard weepers highly profitable, and spent some thirty-five 
million dollars a year to broadcast them. At the middle of the 
century the oldest surviving radio epic had enjoyed eighteen years 
of uninterrupted, prosperous existence. 

If radio could claim credit for the practice of “cultural democ- 
racy,” the soap operas probably constituted one of its most 
significant achievements. The fact that they were designed as a 
vehicle for high-pressure, continuous merchandising made it 
imperative that they exemplify, without ever transgressing, the 
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beliefs, standards and aspirations of their audience. Moreover, 
the, audience exercised a censorious supervision of the activities 
of their favorite characters, and by reporting explicit approval 
or disapproval largely determined the content of soap operas. 
Millions of letters were annually received by the organizations 
which produced them, and an important proportion of these 
revealed that the writers were dominated by an illusion of reality; 
the characters of soap opera were, for them, not fictional per- 
sonages, but living people. Thus, for example, a young actor 
played the roles of hero in several serials; in one, he figured as 
having been married for some time, but in another the exigencies 
of plot brought him to the altar. Accusations of bigamy, and 
indignant protests, followed promptly. Players in the serials were 
often favored with letters of advice and warning, addressed 
to the characters they impersonated and dealing with their 
fictional predicaments and problems. And the arrival of gifts for 
infants spawned in the ether, for characters stricken with illness 
or celebrating some joyous anniversary, was not unusual. 

All this testified to the credibility achieved by the cliff- 
hangers, and the high degree of involvement into which they 
persuaded many of their devotees. An enterprising social scientist. 
Miss Herta Herzog, conducted an extensive research on the subject 
of their impact and appeal. Soap operas, she concluded, provided 
listeners with an adjustment to the kind of life they were leading, 
and gave meaning “to a world which seems nothing but a hum- 
drum existence.’’ Did so many million American women find their 
lives so intolerably dull? Existence in Soapland was certainly not 
humdrum, though its incessant turbulence might present, to non- 
addicts, a fairly desperate alternative. Just how desperate was 
shown by James Thurber, in a series of illuminating articles 
which he contributed to The New Yorker during 1948, after 
prolonged, courageous exposure to the current serials. Thurber’s 
report, on the world of soap opera did not make it seem a promising 
source of effective adjustment to reality. 

But, appealing to millions of American women, and largely 
responsive to their will, the soap operas constituted a kind of social 
mirror, reflecting the values that they cherished and holding, as it 
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were, their composite, transfigured image. What manner of 
society was this which, according to Miss Herzog, gave listeners 
“a sense that the world is not as threatening as it might seem by 
supplying formulas of behavior for various troublesome situa- 
tions . . . ?” Its most arresting characteristic was unlikeness to 
twentieth-century America. It flourished, as Thurber pointed out^ 
in “a peaceful world, a political and economic Utopia, free of 
international unrest, the menace of fission, the threat of inflaticm, 
depression, general tmemploymaat, the infiltration of Communists 
and the problems of racism.” This miraculously insulated regitm 
was dotted with small towns, all identically idyllic. The changir^ 
mores had scarcely touched their inhabitants, who continued to 
Hve under the stem moral code of the nineteenth century. True, 
automobiles sped along the highways; houses were equipped with 
telephones; and young women entered the professions and engaged 
in business. But the prevailing decoram might have been in- 
stituted by Mrs. Rutherford B. Hayes. By the towns of soap opera, 
the canons of Mrs. Emily Post would have been considered 
subversive. 

Felicity should have been the lot of the virtuous women who 
presided over these communities. But rational happiness was a 
blessing perpetually denied them. Through no fault of their 
own, their lives resembled a spastic nightmare. They were beset 
by agonizing emotional problems that appeared to be unsolvable. 
Having eventually disposed of them, they were immediately 
confronted by others even more excruciating. Week after week, 
month after month, year after year they breasted seas of pain 
churned up by the foUies, frailties and sins of men. Wicked men 
they confounded by exercising their infallible intuition, or 
redeemed by displaying their invincible righteousness. But good 
men had been created by God to lapse into foUy and frailty. To 
the detergent Griseldas of soap operas, masculine frailty was as 
catnip to sedate hearthside felines; as the rumored unchastity of 
an appetizing blonde to middle-aged stockbrokers: an irresistible 
stimulus to action. Their mission was to sustain, ennoble and 
continuously strengthen the wayward children of Adam, To dis- 
charge it, they had to subjugate the errant creatures and thereafter 
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direct them in all things. Since men displayed a distressingly 
protracted recalcitrance, the vocation of women required inex- 
haustible fortitude, nobility, self-sacrifice, resourcefulness, under- 
standing, and universal capability. In soap opera, the whole 
intellectual life of man consisted in discovering, acknowledging, 
and ultimately rejoicing in his absolute dependence on women. 
The career of women was to foster, by any means possible, this 
pre-ordained but long-postponed consummation. 

During his immersion in soap opera, James Thurber noted 
the peculiar susceptibility of its men to three forms of disease: 
temporary blindness, amnesia, and partial paralysis. All of these 
produced emergencies propitious to the mission of women, and 
were therefore productive of their happiness. But one curious 
fact mij^t have enlightened American husbands. Among the most 
beautiful romances, and the most satisfying marriages celebrated 
by the serials were those which united a brave and soulful woman 
with a man totally paralyzed from the waist down. In this ex- 
quisitely symbolic prospect, soap opera appeared to fulfill its 
function of supplying a formula of behavior for a troublesome 
situatiem. 

“We write successful stories about unsuccessful people," as- 
serted Frank Hummert, the most prolific of all producers of 
radio’s daily tear-jerkers. “This means that our characters arc 
simply unsuccessful in the material things of life, but highly 
successful spiritually." 

It depended, no doubt, on how you defined spiritual success. 

4 SMiwthing lor tho Girls 

During intervals between soap operas, radio provided the fem- 
inine audience with more stable fare. Programs devoted to the 
art of cooking had been one of the earliest experiments in broad- 
casting. Their success was immediate, and their subsequent 
elaboration became inevitable. By the middle of the century, 
homeraaking programs had acquired an admirable comprehensive- 
ness, and covered all phases of the domestic arts. Along with these, 
brmdcasters developed a species of radio journalism directed to 
women. This took the form of programs conducted by feminine 
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commentators who dwcussed topics in the news of interest to 
housewives, dealt with recent books and plays, and interviewed 
people whose current activities had won favorable attention in 
the press. 

Of the many conductors of “women’s hour” programs. Miss 
Mary Margaret McBride was probably both the best known and 
the most conspicuously successful. Broadcasting from New York 
City, and heard only along the Atlantic seaboard, she had never- 
theless gained nation-wide celebrity and become one of the fore- 
most personalities of the radio world. Over her devoted listeners 
she exercised an influence so remarkable that Printers’ Ink, the 
advertising trade publication, described it as “perhaps the most 
outstanding reliance upon the word of a human being in the 
commercial field.” The critic Philip Hamburger, in an article 
about her which he published in Lije, recorded a characteristic 
example. At a time when carrots were glutting Eastern markets, 
her praise of a particular brand of the vegetable caused its daily 
sale to leap from two to ten carloads. To celebrate her tenth 
anniversary on the air, an afternoon reception was held at Madison 
Square Garden, and twenty thousand eager fans surged into the 
great arena. Even more significant, as evidence of her peculiar 
prestige, was the fact that several million people never referred 
to her by her full name. They knew her, thought of her and 
spoke of her only as Mary Margaret. This custom expressed their 
affection and esteem. But it likewise reflected a feeling of personal 
intimacy which radio alone, of all forms of mass communication, 
made possible and plausible. As friend, oracle and domestic 
arbiter of a vast public. Miss McBride was, so to speak, a social 
phenomenon produced by radio. She was also one of radio’s most 
skillful broadcasters. 

Her programs followed a simple pattern. She usually be^n 
by chatting informally with her audience. She then interviewed 
her daily guest-star. She devoted her concluding quarter hour to a 
whirlwind, breathless series of plugs for the products of her many 
sponsors, delivered like an urgent, unbroken cadenza. The extraor- 
dinary popularity of her program could not be attributed to its 
content, which was in no way exceptional. The source of its 
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appeal was her personality. To listeners she conveyed an im- 
pression of spontaneity and naturalness. They were won by her 
obvious sincerity, her simplicity and her common sense. To many, 
she seemed a symbol of the average American: practical-minded, 
humorous, sentimental, full of good will, finding life a perpetual 
adventure and bringing to it a capacity for enjoyment and enthu- 
siasm. Fundamentally, Miss McBride captivated her fans by 
thinking, feeling and talking precisely as they conceived that they 
did. She recoimted experiences for which they could find parallels 
in their own lives. When she interviewed her guest stars, she asked 
them the kind of questions which most of her listeners might have 
proposed had they been in her place. For her fans, she discharged 
the duties of a public deputy. She moved in the exciting, glam- 
orous, sophisticated world that they would never enter, but she 
saw it in terms that they recognized as their own. 

5 The Great Achievements 

Though radio was only thirty years old, it had become a fa- 
miliar element of the natural environment in which Americans 
lived. A generation already middle-aged had never known its 
absence; their elders scarcely recalled what life had been like 
without it. It was largely taken for granted, and the spectacular 
changes which it had wrought were seldom noticed. Yet in the 
areas of its greatest achievement, these changes were little less than 
miraculous. Their sum amounted to an extension of opportunity 
without precedent in history. For radio had brought within reach 
of every American a range of intellectual experience and a reper- 
tory of art so massive as to daunt the imagination. These were 
made available, day by day. They could be incorporated in the 
existence of any individual, whether he lived in a city or a village, 
on a snowbound farm, in the lonely spaces of the Western ranch 
country. If, as a result, the general level of American culture had 
not been immensely elevated, the fault did not seem to lie with 
radio. 

In the realm of art, radio opened a fund of great music 
incomparably more extensive and more various than that which, 
during any year, was offered in the concert halls of New York, 
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the nation’s most prolific musical center. Weekly performances 
of opera were broadcast from the Metropolitan Opera House, and 
a guild of radio listeners not only contributed to the maintenance 
of that institution, but were given a consultative participation 
in the yearly planning of its repertory. Symphony concerts by the 
Bostcm, Philadelphia, Detroit and New York Philharmonic orches- 
tras were regularly put on the air, A series of concerts familiarized 
the nation with the orchestras maintained by other cities; and 
during the year that preceded his retirement, the radio audience 
could hear Dr. Serge Koussevitzky conduct actual rehearsals of the 
Boston Symphony. But. radio, in addition to broadcasting public 
performances by the nation’s major orchestras and opera company, 
likewise made an independent contribution. Both the National 
Broadcasting Company and the Columbia Broadcasting System 
maintained permanent symphony orchestras; the Mutual Broad- 
casting System organized a smaller permanent group of musicians. 
The orchestral concerts and operatic performances directed by 
Arturo Toscanini and other distinguished conductors were ar- 
ranged for the benefit of the radio audience alone, and brought to 
every American who chose to listen to representative works from 
the vast body of classical music. 

Furthermore, radio made available performances of works 
which, in its absence, might never have been heard by any 
considerable portion of the nation. Notable examples were fur- 
nished by the programs of the Bach Aria Group, the String 
Quartet, and the First Piano Quartet of the National Broadcasting 
Company; and the weekly half hour called Invitation to Musk, 
put on the air by the Columbia Broadcasting System, featured 
eminent singers, instrumentalists and ccmductors in programs of 
important works by living composers, often produced with their 
active collaboration. One further development of potentially great 
significance for American culture could probably be awaited with 
confidence. There seemed little doubt that the four national net- 
works would eventually bring to the public the works of young 
American composers whose talents still awaited wide recognition. 
By so doing, radio would notably advance the state of music as a 
creative art. 
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Meanwhile, in the opportunities which it afforded for an exten- 
sion of intellectual experience, radio was performing an equally 
remarkable service. Undoubtedly its greatest single achievement 
in this sphere was a magnificent experiment in mass education 
undertaken as die Second World War was drawing to a close. That 
this experiment formed part of a commercially sponsored program 
was especially noteworthy because of its nature. It was conducted 
during intermissions of the Sunday afternoon concerts of the New 
York Philharmonic Orchestra, sponsored by the United States 
Rubber Ck>mpany, and broadcast over the national network of 
the Columbia Broadcasting System. The experiment had as its 
object the awakening of the American people to the immense role 
which science played in their society, and it attempted to give them 
a broader and more authentic understanding of what science is 
and how it operates. 

For three seasons, in talks of ten or eleven minutes’ duration, 
and in terms so clear and universal that their ideas could be 
grasped by everyone, eighty of the nation’s foremost creative 
leaders in science outlined the social implications of the advances 
being made in their respective fields. No university in the world 
had ever undertaken a pre^m of comparable magnitude, diffi- 
culty, or social importance, and the results were as impressive as the 
experiment itself. Approximately a quarter of a million requests 
were received for printed copies of the individual talks, and the 
continuing demand ultimately brought about their publication in 
book form under the title The Scientists Speak. Popular response 
to the experiment, in the form of letters of inquiry and apprecia- 
tion, was overwhelming. These letters — it was reported by the 
committee in charge of the prt^ams — "were sent in by bank 
presidents and by filling station operators — by ministers and 
grocers and teachera and ambassadors and professors and inmates 
of penitentiaries — by ranchers and philosophers and housewives 
and business executives and school children. They came from 
New England and the back country of Arkansas and Tennessee; 
they came from the plains of Montana, from the cornfields of 
Iowa, from the hills of the Carolinas; they came from the city, the 
desert, the farm, the factory and the village." The results of this 
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unprecedented experiment in mass education made two points 
abundantly clear. The average American radio listener was fully 
capable of comprehending programs of substantial and difiScult 
intellectual content. He was also eager to have such programs 
presented. 

Radio was actually meeting this demand to a far greater extent 
than many of its critics seemed aware. The National Broadcasting 
Company maintained a “university of the air,” the Columbia 
Broadcasting System a “school of the air,” both of which offered 
organized and systematic courses of instruction, some of them in 
co-operation with colleges and imiversities. Among the subjects 
covered were world politics and economics, science, contemporary 
literature, the evolution of orchestral music. The discussion, 
largely by contemporary writers, of masterpieces of world literature 
formed the basis of a weekly program broadcast under the title of 
Invitation to Learning. Programs of discussion by panels of 
authorities in various fields were frequently broadcast, and prob- 
ably contributed to adult education by stimulating some listeners 
to undertake independent study of the problems they presented. 
But the subjects discussed were almost invariably too large in scope 
to be susceptible of more than superficial treatment in the limited 
time reserved for such programs. The most scholarly of these 
programs was the University of Chicago Round Table, whidi 
offered weekly discussions, by highly competent authorities, of 
social, political and economic issues confronting the nation. Simi- 
lar subjects were covered in the weekly broadcasts of The People’s 
Platform. Debate and controversy, rather than discussion, were the 
objects served by the widely publicized America’s Town Meeting 
program, which often generated more heat than light. Throughout 
the country, there were said to be some fifteen thousand organized 
groups meeting together to hear radio discussion programs, and 
continue consideration of the topics proposed after conclusion of 
the broadcasts. But some of the best educational programs, 
although available for broadcast over all stations of national 
networks, were not carried by many affiliated local stations which 
preferred, instead, to devote the time to local sponsored broadcasts 
that yielded financial revenue. 
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One of the most promising developments in radio, from the 
standpoint of adult education, was the so-called “documentary” 
broadcast. Employing the technique of dramatic recreation of 
actual events originated by the March of Time motion pictures 
and radio broadcasts, the documentaries were first perfected by a 
special unit of researchers and writers in the Columbia Broad- 
casting System. They were devised as an effective method of pre- 
senting subjects of major public importance, and were most 
advantageously used to interest a large audience in problems re- 
quiring social action. Outstanding documentary programs, founded 
on extensive research and brilliantly dramatized, were devoted 
to such issues as juvenile delinquency, old age and unemployment, 
needs and resources for medical care, the constructive peacetime 
uses of atomic energy, the value of the motion picture as a cultural 
force. In general, these prc^ams were given an hour of broadcast 
time, and it was noteworthy that most of them were presented 
in the evening and required the cancellation of regular sponsored 
programs. Their success with the public encouraged regional 
stations to produce documentary programs dealing with spe- 
cifically local issues, with notable results. Thus, a station in Los 
Angeles exposed widespread medical malpractice resulting from 
the flourishing prevalence of “quacks” in California; a Chicago 
station dealt with slum conditions and the juvenile gangsters that 
they bred; a Minneapolis station forthrightly dealt with the 
problem of interracial relations in Minnesota, and with juvenile 
delinquency in that state. The social value of these documentary 
broadcasts was demonstrated by the fact that they aroused local 
public demand for remedial action, and brought about the enforce- 
ment of corrective measures. 

To the city-dwelling American, one of radio’s most conspicuous 
social achievements — its substantial and varied service to the 
nation’s farmers — was scarcely known. That service began when, 
in the spring of igag, Frank E. Mullen, an editor of The National 
Stockman and Farmer, inaugurated a broadcast of market and 
weather reports for Station KDKA in Pittsburgh. With the co- 
opemtion of the Department of Agriculture and the United States 
Weather Bureau, Mullen rapidly expanded his pre^am, and 
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eveptualiy secured the collaboration of important authorities 
on agriculture, who contributed discussions of scientific methods 
that would enable the farmer to produce more efi&ciently and 
profitably. Four years later, Mullen produced for the National 
Broadcasting Company the National Farm and Home Hour, which 
eventually became a nation-wide prc^am put on the air six days 
a week. This program brought the farmer information and advice 
from government agricultural scientists, practical farm experts, 
leaders of farmers’ organizations; it brought to the farmer’s wife 
the talks of hcnne economists and leaders of national organizations 
serving rural youth. It furnished a model for other network 
programs designed to serve the rural population, and for programs 
originated by regional stations to deal with problems of a specifi- 
cally local nature. How elaborately this form of rural public 
service could be developed was shown, in 1947, by a station in St. 
Louis, Missouri. To dramatize for farmers in the region the 
methods by which soil conservation principles could be applied to 
their own farms, an entire farm of nearly three hundred acres 
was remade in a single day, utilizing methods of conservation 
which normally would have required several years to apply. 

By the middle of the century, radio had become an active force 
in the promotion of scientific agriculture. It was saving farmers 
millions of dollars annually by bringing them up-to-the-minute 
market reports, and hourly forecasts of the weather that deter- 
mined their welfare. But its service to the rural population 
transcended these practical ministrations. As significantly as the 
automobile, and more extensively than the motion picture, radio 
had operated to integrate the American farm home in the broad 
currents of national life. It dispelled loneliness and helped to 
overcome rural isolation. It afforded farmers and their families the 
same opportunities for intellectual adventure, for the experiaace 
of hearing great music, for the enjoyment of a wide choice of 
entertainment as were available to residents of metropolitan cen- 
ters. Above all, through its world-wide coverage of news, radio 
more than any other agency kept them abreast of the rapidly 
changing ayorld in which they lived. 
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6 Oracles and Pundits 

On the sponsored broadcasts with which national adverti^rs 
saturated the American air, the word of one man o ten a a 
decisive effect. C. E. Hooper maintained an organization which 
measured the radio audience, determined the relative popu arity 
of programs, and published monthly ratings of their prestige. 
Over a long period, the Hooper ratings indicated that a particular 
quarter-hour program outstripped all others in popular appeal. 
On Sunday evenings at nine o’clock, a peculiar tension gripped 
the nation. Millions of citizens suddenly dropped whatever they 
happened to be doing, and turned on their radios. For this 
was the moment of revelation, of forecast and coimsel. The voice 
of the oracle reached them in a rapid-fire succession of staccato 
barks, accompanied by the incessant clicking of a telegraph key. 
They learned who was blazing; who was blending with whom; 
who was becoming unstuck; what was actually in the bag or soon 
would be. They overheard momentous secrets being conveyed 
to high officials in Washington— the President, the Secretary of 
State, the Attorney General — with urgent suggestions for action. 
They were told what was cooking bn the cosmic stove, and whether 
or not they ought to like the dish. 

No journalist in history had ever commanded so massive or 
faithful an audience as Walter 'Winchell, who in one evening 
probably reached more people than James Gordon Bennett, 
Horace Greeley and Charles A. Dana had together reached in 
their entire careers. Winchell’s ascendancy over the imaginations 
of Mr. and Mrs. America — ^as he called his public — ^was one of 
the most notable social phenomena of the second quarter of the 
twentieth century. But among social critics there was singularly 
litde agreement about what this ascendancy implied, or even on 
what it was founded. As the extensive literature devoted to him 
proved, few public figures of the time had provoked greater 
curiosity and controveisy or more violent feelings. The impor- 
tance of his influence was generally recognized, yet its effect 
had not been determined and was perhaps indeterminable. In 
reporting his first broadcast under new sponsorship in 1949, 
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Variety, the trade paper of the entertainraent world, described 
Winchell as “the man who, for better or for worse, has parlayed 
Sunday at nine . . . into America’s number one spot for the 
molding of public opinion.” It was as accurate a description as 
could be given. 

Sunday evenings brought a second oracle to the air waves, 
as portentous in his manner as Winchell, though considerably 
less masterly a showman. Drew Pearson was the author of a widely 
syndicated column, Washington Merry-Go-Round, which pur- 
ported to interpret, in the light of secret, exclusive information, 
the day-by-day political news of the nation’s capital. In his weekly ‘ 
broadcasts, Pearson combined the elements of revelation and 
prophecy, exposing the allegedly true circumstances in which gov- 
ernment officials and men in public life took important actions, 
and making explicit predictions concerning supposedly imminent 
developments. Much of this material was sensational, some of it 
hinted at scandal in high quarters, and to the radio audience most 
of it undoubtedly yielded overtones of drama. Pearson’s reputation 
for infallibility as a keyhole journalist may have been enhanced, 
rather than diminished, by the severity with which his printed 
columns were denounced, at various times, by President Roosevelt, 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull, President Truman, and other less 
exalted personages. A poll of his professional colleagues, members 
of the Congressional Press Gallery, was taken in 1944 ; the result in- 
dicated that they considered him the Washington correspondent 
who exercised the greatest influence on the nation. But only two 
regarded Pearson as the correspondent who did the best reporting 
from a standpoint of fairness, reliability and analytical acumen. 
Whether or not Pearson’s influence on public opinion was as 
profound as his colleagues surmised, it was clear that a large audi- 
ence tuned in to his broadcasts for the enjoyment of a pleasure 
little more intellectual than that afforded by the divinations of a 
tea-shop gypsy. 

Until September 12, 1938, radio’s analysts and interpreters of 
general news received little attention from the American public. 
On that afternoon, Adolf Hitler delivered an address at Nurem- 
berg which, for twenty days, promised to plunge the world into 
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war. Five minutes after Hitler ceased speaking, a veteran com- 
mentator in the studios of the Columbia Broadcasting System in 
New York City went on the air to explain the import of the Chan- 
cellor’s declaration. The Munich crisis made H. V. Kaltenborn’s 
name familiar to every home in the land; remaining in the studios 
for the whole period of its duration, he went on the air eighty-five 
times to analyze the news that poured in from every European 
capital. Hitler’s threat to peace swept away American apathy about 
world affairs. Thereafter, it was to radio that the nation turned for 
a report of events as they occurred, and for an interpretation of 
their significance. 

By the middle of the century, the evaluation of news had be- 
come one of the most important services undertaken by radio “in 
the public interest, convenience or necessity.” It was also, by its 
nature, one of the most delicate and difficult. For the meaning of 
the news is necessarily a matter of opinion. Specialists and experts, 
like all human beings, are subject to prejudice. And in certain 
fields — such as foreign policy, industrial relations, social legislation 
— the real implications of news may be a matter of controversy. On 
the whole, the evaluation of news furnished by the four national 
networks was singularly free from bias, partisanship and distortion. 

A number of radio’s news analysts were outstanding for tlieir 
achievement in informing and educating public opinion rather 
than seeking to influence it. The Hoosier twang and quiet wit of 
Elmer Davis had become familiar to a nation-wide audience imme- 
diately before the outbreak of the Second World War. His career 
as a news analyst for radio was interrupted, after Fearl Harbor, 
when President Roosevelt drafted him to head the Office of War 
Information, which under his direction became one of the most 
conspicuously successful wartime agencies. Davis’s wartime experi- 
ence as a government official considerably enriched his broadcasts 
when, after the war, he returned to radio. His pictures of the 
Washington scene were clear, vivid and authoritative, and his 
analyses of Congressional debate and action were probably the 
most illuminating of any that radio brought to the public. 

William L. Shirer, author of Berlin Diary and End of a Berlin 
Diary, specialized in the interpretation of foreign affairs and the 
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analysis o£ foreign policy as it was being shaped in Washington. 
Shirer began niaking broadcasts from Berlin shortly after Hitler’s 
rise to power, and his accounts of developments in Germany and 
Central Europe thereafter were as remarkable for their insight as 
for their factual detail. In the postwar years, when the future of 
Germany became a central issue in the relations between the 
United States and Russia, Shirer’s critical evaluation of policies 
and events, founded on comprehensive knowledge of Central 
Europe, was a significant contribution to public enlightenment. 
The field of Far Eastern affairs was admirably interpreted by Cecil 
Brown, whose book, Suez to Singapore, had won a wide audience. 
American listeners first became familiar with his name in a 
dramatic broadcast which he made from Singapore in 1941, de- 
scribing the sinking by the Japanese of the British warships Prince 
of Wales and Repulse] he had been aboard the Repulse, and his 
factual account covered the incident in every detail down to his 
own rescue from the sea. In later broadcasts, he reported with 
equal vividness the events leading up to the fall of Singapore. 
Brown’s postwar interpretations of news were clear and precise, 
and revealed his gift for selecting salient material. 

Two news analysts — ^Edward R. Murrow and Quincy Howe — 
were outstanding in the ability to interpret current events in 
terms of their general historical setting. Murrow had served as 
assistant director of the Institute of International Education before 
entering the field of radio; Howe came to broadcasting as an editor 
and author. Both had specialized in the field of international re- 
lations, and in that of social and political history. This background 
of scholarship enabled them to deal, more illuminatingly than any 
of their colleagues, with the social and political theories, the 
intellectual currents and the philosophical doctrines which fre- 
quently shaped the course of events. It was the signal merit of 
Murrow and Howe to extend the perspectives, and expand the 
frames of reference, of their listeners. 

7 Laughter Shakes the Skies 

The variety show, usually featuring a star, proved over the years 
to be the form of entertainment which had the most enduring 
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4j»jir4l f..r Ihr .^mnican radio audience. In its perfected form, the 
% 4i ir.v Uum rnlubiird a fairly rigid pattern, combining four ele- 
-I,.i U uprttnl with a period of patter by the star comedian, 
.Hiiiiii 111 the members of his supporting cast, proceeded to a 
Iiui.ual iiiierUule. and closed with a skit in which the star was 
loiiinl by a gticsi. fhe variety show which dominated the night- 
!imr 411 waves was. in eaacncc, a tabloid revival of the vanished 
vaiidrvitlc {irograitt. 

it was an ironkat fact that the project of bringing vaudeville to 
ibr init rufdiune first occurred to a young man who knew very little 
alHHii riibrr vaudeville or radio. This was Rudy Vallee, radio’s 
ratbrtt tttionrr. firii Star fwndteader, and pioneer producer. Born 
III \ rrmuiii, ami brought up in a small town in Maine, Vallee as a 
l«.y W 4 t iiifauiatrtl by the saxophone, collected the recordings of 
K udy \Virtliirli, a celcliraied player, and finally managed to buy an 
uitiiuiMriK With the help of instructions which Wiedoeft gave 
bull lo u»4il. V . like taught himself to play, and presently became 
411 rvjirn (irHiirtiirr. He spent a year at the University of Maine — 
br W4» l-itn m make its ’’Stein Song" a continental nuisance — and 
thru tiaiiifi iirtl iii Vale, where he formed his own dance band, the 
Yankees." I'he band achieved considerable local 
•luirM. amt eventually was txioked to play a summer engagement 
at ibr Savuy Ibtfrl in l.ondon. Vallee ‘s popularity in England was 
«|iri t4i iilar, but be returned to the United States and Yale, took 
bi» ilegrrr, ami finally secured an engagement in a New York 
iiigtii I bib wltii b had its dance music broadast by a local statiem. 
\ allee liad lompiml two sonp. "Vagabond Lover" and “Deep 
Nigbi. ami his singing of Urese numbers on the air brought a 
ibniil iii inittitties alKan the "soulful" music that was actually the 
bt»t i iiainmg ever heard. One year afterwards, on October *4, 
i»Hii \ allrr ami his liami liegan the weekly, hour-long broadcasts 
iwbit h wrrr lu ll•n^^nur, fur ten years, under the same commercial 
tj«.iiM.iibn» li was Ifius apfiropriately to the strains of “Deep 
Night ibai the Cireai Ikpremion was ushered in. 

faint Srilh an hour of broadcast time— too long to be filled 
t,y rsrii Ibr mmi popular bandleader in the country, though 
wmnrn •wmineil at his crooning-Vallce showed his creative talent 
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as a producer by applying the formula of vaudeville. On his second 
program, he interviewed the Grand Duchess Marie of Russia, and 
subsequently followed this eminent guest with the pugilist Max 
Baer, the journalist Heywood Broun and other celebrities not con- 
nected with the theatrical profession. When this procedure was 
imitated by other programs, he began interviewing unknown mem- 
bers of the public who had performed some unusual feat, or had 
met with some extraordinary experience; this idea bcnre fruit, years 
afterwards, in a popular network show, We^ The People. Later, 
Vallee brought to the microphone a number of stars of the stage — 
among them. Miss Ethel Barrymore, Miss Eva Le Gallienne and 
Walter Huston- — ^in brief dramatic sketches that had been written, 
not for the theater, but for radio. He was one of the first producers 
to recognize that radio, like the motion picture, was a new and 
independent medium with resources and limitations peculiarly its 
own. But the promise of a radio drama which Vallee apparently 
detected was never fully satisfied. 

The pattern which Vallee developed for the variety show was 
adopted, during the nineteen-thirties, by a constellation of come- 
dians who remained, to the middle of the century, favorites of the 
radio audience. Eddie Cantor, Jack Benny, Bob Hope and Jimmy 
Durante, notwithstanding their individual differences, had certain 
qualities in common. Debarred from visual effects, radio had to 
make its appeal entirely in terms of the spoken word and the in- 
ferred personality of the speaker. These comedians were served by 
script writers whose effort was mainly directed to creating, in the 
listener’s mind, an image of the star, a character or personality, 
that could be maintained from week to week. Thus, Beimy was 
established as parsimonious, and the butt of derision by his stooges. 
Durante was made a perpetually rowdy clown. Hope was given 
a coating of bumptiousness and brashness. The penalty of this 
stereotyping was monotony. But apparently to a large portion of 
the radio audience monotony was unobjectionable. 

More critical listeners found greater pleasure in the broadcasts 
of two other comedians. The performances of Fred AUen and 
Edgar Bergen were in the vein of comedy, not farce; both men 
achieved a degree of satire and social criticism seldom present in 
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radio entertainment. Allen, a librarian in Boston, had taught 
himself juggling from books and undertook to perform on an 
amateur night program. He failed as a juggler, but scored an im- 
mediate success with a humorous retort, and ultimately entered 
vaudeville as a monologuist. For radio, Allen wrote most of his 
own scripts, and turned an acidulous, pungent wit on the follies 
of the day and the more characteristic features of the national 
scene. Bergen discovered his talent for ventriloquism while still at 
high school, earned his way through college by performing with 
the dummy that was later to enter American folklore. After taking 
his degree, Bergen went into vaudeville. Successful there, he was 
working as a night<lub entertainer when Rudy Vallee invited 
him to be a guest on his variety hour. Bergen’s success in radio was 
instantaneous, and over the years he made Charlie McCarthy, a 
wooden dummy, the most outspoken fecetious character in Amer- 
ican broadcasting. Aside from Allen and Bergen, only Marian and 
James Jordan used radio as a vehicle for the satire of American 
life and manners. Veterans of radio’s very early years, the Jordans 
in their serial comedy. Fibber McGee and Molly, brought a dry 
humor to the domestic and civic predicaments of the average 
tough-minded, wisecracking, optimistic and somewhat overcon- 
fident American citizen. 

8 Mrs. Hertz, Miss Hush and the Hush Puppies 

Traditionally, Americans were convinced that to get on in the 
world you had to know all the answers. From this assumption 
developed the national passion for self-improvement which, for a 
century or more, bred antiseptic pastimes of a dubiously instruc- 
tive nature. The spelling bee, the Chautauqua, charades, the game 
of “authors,” the visiting British lecturer and, latterly, the cross- 
word puzzle had all ministered to this predilection. A morbid 
appetite for miscellaneous information became endemic. It was 
inevitable that radio should both satisfy this appetite and turn it 
to profitable account. Quiz programs of one kind or another 
became popular in the 1930s. But the following decade brought 
their innocent excitement to an alarmingly sophisticated perfec- 
tion. The result was a type of program which combined the at- 
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tractions of a national lottery, a universal detective hunt, and a 
mental jag. It turned millions of citizens into cultural blood- 
hounds, undoubtedly decreased the life expectancy of librarians, 
and added a new frustration to the total depravity of existence. 

The “give-away” program which became a national craze dur- 
ing the 1940s originated in the cupidity and frugality of spon- 
sors. To keep the public’s ears plastered to its radio receivers 
was their object, and to produce this aural hypnosis at moderate 
cost was their desire. In these circumstances an advertising agency 
was visited with inspiration. Why not run a quiz program, select- 
ing members of the studio audience as contestants, under the 
sponsorship of a group of advertisers each of whom would con- 
tribute to a collective jackpot of prizes? The listening audience, 
however, must be kept amused. A succession of dull, stodgy and 
inarticulate contestants would cause their interest to wilt. Masters 
of ceremonies on these earliest programs quickly learned that the 
listening public enjoyed them more if the contestants were odd 
and bizarre specimens of humanity. This led to the incubation of 
a class of chronic quizzees, preponderantly feminine, who led a 
melancholy but hopeful existence perambulating from one pro- 
gram to the next in a state of continuous intellectual vivacity. One 
of these flowers of American culture, in 1946, attained the enviable 
distinction of becoming radio’s number-one quiz program con- 
testant. Mrs. Sadie Hertz, a voluble, whimsical sexagenarian house- 
wife of Brooklyn, New York, had been able, without faltering, to 
define chicanery as “something you put in coffee to make it taste 
difiPrunt;” a stalagmite as “a guy what believes in Stalin;” a 
caboose as “a girl papoose”. As a reward for these and other feats 
of mental prowess, her four-room apartment bulged with electrical 
household equipment, table services of sterling silver and china, 
and an extensive personal wardrobe. The career of Mrs. Hertz 
appeared to offer substantial support to the instrumental theory of 
knowle(%e advanced by William James and John Dewey, but 
philosophers were disconcerted by the dim view which she took 
of epistemology. Through The Saturday Evening Post, Mrs. Hertz 
confided to the nation the secret of her success. “I’m a natural- 
born comedian,” she declared proudly. 
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The rewards that accrued to Mrs. Hertz were soon eclipsed. For 
presently two remarkable refinements in quiz programs brought 
their pay-off to dizzying heights, and also induced a periodic, 
nation-wide hysteria. The quizzes were transferred from the studio 
audience to the listening public, by the simple expedient of mak- 
ing telephone calls during the program and asking the respondents 
to identify a song that was being played, a “secret voice” that had 
been broadcast, or solve some other puzzle. These contests often 
had to be continued from week to week, and the total jackpot 
snowballed from broadcast to broadcast, sometimes reaching a de- 
clared value of twenty-five thousand dollars. Endowed with such 
fabulous rewards, and invested with the tant al izing prosj>ect that 
the ringing of a telephone might bring any citizen the opportunity 
of a lifetime, it was scarcely surprising that the “give-away” pro- 
grams became a national craze. 

Thus, for a long period, millions of Americans were probably 
more intensely preoccupied with the identification of successive 
mysterious Hushes of both sexes than they were with a presidential 
campaign or the progress of a cold war with Russia. The Hush 
contests began with obscure clues; as they ran their weekly course, 
the clues became broader, the prizes more dazzling, and the public 
more hysterical. No less than seven hundred thousand hopeful 
Americans were said to have stormed public libraries in an eflEort 
to identify a Miss Hush, originally described as a celebrity whose 
profession was somehow associated with Santa Claus (pne of his 
reindeer was named Dancer), and whose name was later linked to 
a common cracker. Finally — rafter guesses had ranged from Miss 
Elsa Maxwell to Sister Kenny — Mrs. .Ruth Annette Subbie, a 
housewife of Fort Worth, Texas, murmured into her telephone 
the name of Miss Martha Graham and prompdy collapsed when 
informed of her victory. For her fortunate insight, Mrs. Subbie 
received, besides two thousand dollars in cash, an airplane, an 
automobile, a free foreign cruise, some expensive jewelry, and a 
bewildering asscannent of incentives to a new life. Six hundred 
and ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine frus- 
trated citizens presumably compensated for their disappointment 
by entering other contests that rode the air waves. 
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Two quit praframi. however, became naikNia} lavoritet «Hhb> 
out expk^ting the kMiery princii^. One of thme. intmwmtht^ 
Fftwe/fave nidk> Iturorn the immomi pbrnure of wdUag to 
amfooml a panel irf encfcJ^aiedk eaperta. They were invitcii lo 
(teviae quotkMM which would out the erudhioo of FranlUhi F. 
Acluna, Jtdia Uevan and one or move ^rtebritiF gneica. and their 
qucMicNU were preamued by QifHM FadimMi. a witty, urhane 
nuMier of onenonlea. The other pragrun. Tlw Mkii, neiin 
bl^ a froup of diUd proi%iea ra^im hrem the agm of ahe to 
fmmeen, a^ teaicd tIMr inmifal po w er a with queackma idiich 
might have proved anbanmidiqi to many faacliMied adult lie* 
tenera. On one hlaiork occaaion. the infantile grniuara cootpeted 
^Ainu Senaion Ball. Hatch. Burton and Hart. Mr. Juuke Doug* 
laa. ol the &jpreme Coun. presided over this (cmieai. He declared 
it a tie. Whatever this tndkaied about the mentality «if the mtkm'i 
lawmakers, the result did not diq^aie milihifM uf AmrrkatM 
who~>noiwith«andiim the philanthropic mtniairatimii of broad* 
caMtrra—rematiied insuflkkntly aelf improwd. 

mmmm U|MNWI ill vjfM 

As the century reaciwd its midpoint, letevkkin promised to 
become the most important sit^tle new factor in the nation's eco- 
nomic. cultural and social future. In t^i. there were ahoui isro 
hundred thousand television sets in active use. and the audience 
was estimated at one million. In 1^9. there srrre one and a half 
million sets in use; the audience was euimated at sia milllun 
people: and sixty-four stations srere ntakirqi lelrviaian service 
available 10 some forty percent of the country's pipulaikm. 

Already, television «ras bringing ahoui changes in the homes 
and habits of its audience. Special rooni4 lotakirv remarkably like 
Pullman parlor cars, were bei^ dcs%ned to accommodate it. 
Families rejecting the notion M architectural reconuructlon 
learned that rearrangcmeni of tiving room furniture was necessary 
lo make poup viewing possible. *rhis umtally reduced conversa- 
licmal comltwi, Imi converwiicm |wamlsed to liecome an art tosi 
to leleyisim addkts. The home wm enjoying a revival as a center 
of family life; faihar, mother and chikhen taw more of one another 
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than ever before, and exchanged fewer words. Sociologists and 
educators were asking how a generation of children would turn 
out, having been brought up with a continuous show going on in 
the home. Hospitality, to some degree reluctant, was being more 
extensively practiced; possession of a television set insured an in- 
cessant stream of visitors. As a result, the consumption of liquor 
increased, as did the consumption of cigarettes. Dinners, however, 
were sharply reduced; nobody wished to sit at the table while a 
show was on the air, and telefamilies packed snacks on trays, de- 
voured them silently in the dark. Among addicts, movie-going 
declined, and the tuning in of radios practically ceased. Leisure 
had become identified with indolent gazing. 

Television was the infant of radio, but broadcasters were won- 
dering whether they had nourished a parricide. At the annual 
convention of the National Association of Broadcasters, Merlin 
Aylesworth, first president of the National Broadcasting Company, 
warned the industry that radio was doomed; it would be super- 
seded by television, he predicted, within three years. The motion- 
picture industry regarded it anxiously. Would television, making 
every home a theater, empty the nation’s movie-houses? Frcan 
Hollywood, Samuel Goldwyn gloomily prophesied that Hollywood 
must perish unless a way could be found to adapt motion pictures 
to the new medium. Meanwhile, critics of television were asserting 
that it portended the “death of culture” in the United States, since 
the commercial excesses of sponsors would inevitably blight what- 
ever arts television might annex. 

In its lusty infancy, television had done little more than add 
sight to radio’s sound. But its potentialities for social good ap- 
peared to be boundless. What America would make of its new and 
great medium only the American people could decide. 



CONCLUSION 


The Horn of Plenty 


As the first half of the twentieth century ended, many Americans 
looked back wistfully to the. past. The United States of their grand- 
parents held, for them, a romantic charm. In that vanished, remote 
Arcadia existence was simpler, more leisurely, more gracious. For 
a period of fifty years the rhythm of life had continuously accel- 
erated. Day by day, the hours seemed to have become more 
crowded, the activities that filled them more confusing. Had not 
the individual’s available leisure, his margin of personal freedom, 
steadily diminished? Existence was felt to be an affair of speed, 
complexity and urgency, of coercive pressures and inexorable 
exactions. Homesickness for the past implied more than a pathetic 
need of refuge from the present. It revealed, however inarticu- 
lately, the old American desire for a better life. 

Yet to project the image of that better life upon the past, and 
not the future, was almost certainly misguided. The lost Arcadia 
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of 1900 was largely an illusion. As compared with his descendant 
of 1950, the American of that era had been time-bound and space- 
bound. He had worked harder, for longer hours, on more days of 
the week. His orbit was narrower, his material standard of living 
lotably lower, his possible recreations far fewer and less diversi- 
If personal freedom could be reckoned in terms of the num- 
benof alternatives among which the individual was able to freely 
ch(^e, the American of 1900 had never known such freedom as 
his descendant took for granted. For all his faith in the future, his 
boundless optimistic confidence in progress, he would have found 
incredible the miraculous transforming instruments which science 
and technology had placed at the disposal of a later generation, 
making them so universally accessible that they had become com- 
monplace elements of the social landscape, the natural environ- 
ment. Had he been granted a vision of the America of r 95 ®» 
American of 1900 might have been mystified by the dissatisfactions 
of his descendants, might have wondered at the inexplicable abey- 
ance of their sense of values. 

For if the nature of life, as a process, had not changed, its 
character as an experience had changed unrecognizably. Life as a 
process was animal in origin, but rational and spiritual in its 
possible fruits. Yet within the memory of livirig men their possi- 
bility had been incalculably enhanced. Life as an experience had 
acquired new dimensions of potentiality. The transforming instru- 
ments had brought within range a multiplication of opportunity 
apparendy limited only by the insight, wisdom and good will of 
men. But however miraculous, they were only instruments; the 
values that might flow from them would be determined by the use 
to which they were put. The better, more abundant life for all 
that Americans had so passionately desired throughout their his- 
tory seemed, at the middle of the century, closer to the nation’s 
grasp than it had ever been before. This closeness intensified its 
challenge. In the circumstances Americans needed to understand 
a principle that one of their philosophers, George Santayana, had 
declared to be everywhere discoverable. 

The principle was that human reason lives by turning the 
friction of material forces into the light of ideal goods. 
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